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TESTIMONIALS 
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“THE DAY AFTER, we could only listen to the radio, and we could not count on the TV, 
because of the power...so on the radio they announced how much damage to my hometown, and 
the announcer, he uses this word: kaimetsusuru. Over and over, kaimetsusuru.” 
Yuko Sato-Molineux wears a purple scarf and silver boots that reflect the simmering 
afternoon onto my scrawled notes. We are inside a college lounge, where she has just finished 
her weekly English lesson. The lounge’s walls are all window: outside we can see April heat 
rising off the asphalt in thick waves and the metallic appendages of various machinery preparing 
a scaffold for construction workers. Inside we are alone.  
I ask her what kaimetsusuru means, pushing my phone towards her to record her 
pronunciation.  
“It’s old word. My mom says last time she hears this is in World War. For Fukushima 
they use it like, Ishinomaki station is almost kaimetsushiteimasu...all of these places. With my 
mother it was Hiroshima, Nagasaki.” 
When I ask what this means, she starts to raise her arms and flex her fingers: a familiar 
gesture I recognize as an attempt to wrap her arms around the word, or sculpt it out of midair. 
Constructing the term in order to make me understand her. After a moment she sighs, drops her 
hands, and removes her electronic dictionary from her purse.  
Besides the boots the only other thing in the room that glitters with a similar intensity is 
the chandelier above us, shivering from the force of the construction outside. Seeing it sway 
exhumes a childhood fear of mine: sitting in the Presbyterian service, I was sure that the rope 
would break and the looming chandelier would crush me as I sang.  
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A character with a similar delusion in Gravity’s Rainbow thought of the atomic bomb: 
“...for a split second you’d have to feel the very point, with the terrible mass above, strike the top 
of your skull….” That despite the explosion’s radius the bomb was somehow made for him and 
him alone. 
As all of the survivors I interviewed said of Fukushima: “I couldn’t believe this was 
happening to me.”  
Yuko attempts to pronounce the definition: “to an...a-an….” 
She hands me the dictionary.  
Kaimetsusuru (v.): to annihilate.  
 
 Yuko Sato-Molineux was Yuko Sato before the quake, unmarried and 38, working in 
customer service for a local business. Lived in Sendai-shi, Miyagi Prefecture, founded by feudal 
lord Masamune more than four hundred years ago. A city known for its Pageant of Starlight, 
thousands of lanterns radiating orange light. Only eighty miles away, it was the closest city to the 
epicenter of the quake. 
 I asked if Yuko had seen any prediction of the disaster, anything on the news. “We had 
some scientists say that, last big earthquake was 1998, so next big earthquake should happen in 
thirteen, fifteen years.” Yet, she says, this is nothing new: a few days before March 11th, a major 
quake spread through Sendai. “Japanese people...grow up with earthquakes, so it’s not a big deal 
for us.” 
 Earthquakes have punctuated Japanese history ever since 684, a periodic reminder of 
mortality that has influenced the national culture. Aesthetic concepts such as mono no aware 
(“the pathos of things”), which claims that beauty can be found in ephemerality, were born out of 
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Buddhism and the constant threat of disaster. Buddhists in the Edo period claimed that our 
fleeting existence is spent in an illusory “floating world,” soon to be swept away. Gretel Ehrlich 
writes that the karmic cycle dictates “Japanese ideas about religion, architecture, theater, and 
literature,” which are based on “wa and shunyata—concepts of plentitude and uncertainty, of 
togetherness framed by impermanence.” 
Yuko waited until a swarm of grad students laughed past us until she told me, “I think 
earthquake is a cycle too.” 
Jonathon Jones heard of a longer yet similar seismic cycle in Sendai, living there as an 
assistant English instructor. “In this region there’s something every thirty years called the 
‘Miyagi okii earthquake.’ Last one was around a 7.9, although of course I wasn’t alive then.”  
I asked him if he knew of the earthquake Yuko referred to, the one days before 3/11. “I 
thought it was weeks or months ago. I don’t know the time of it, actually. All I know is its 
number: 7.0.”  
He adds, “Later we realized that that was what we’d call a ‘foreshock.’” 
 
 A recurring trope in trauma narratives is the announcement of the mundane: “It started 
out like any other day.” Before discovering her dead husband Joan Didion claimed that “the 
ordinary nature of everything preceding the event prevented me from truly believing it had 
happened, absorbing it, incorporating it, getting past it.” Survivors tend to focus on the everyday 
details before the trauma as an attempt to retreat into normalcy, to recall what could have been.  
 Alia Greenbaum, however, knew that 3/11 would somehow be different.  “I thought when 
I woke up on March 11th, 2011 that it was going to be a special day,” she wrote in her diary the 
day after. A William and Mary graduate, Alia was an English teacher working in Kami, Miyagi 
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prefecture, a small town nestled in the foothills of the mountains. She spent her Friday morning 
tumbling through a routine: pressing “snooze” over and over, biting into an apple as she drove 
down streets dusted with a thin sheet of snow. Baking supplies jostled in the back of her car; to 
celebrate her sixth graders’ graduation the following week, she and another teacher agreed to 
host a “cultural class” for the students and make French toast. After a morning of review 
exercises and flashcards, she led her children, students she had taught since second grade, out 
into the Home Economics room. This break in the schedule excited their curiosity; “their 
questions, in rapid-fire Japanese, were endless, but I dodged them all, saying it was a secret and 
they would find out soon enough,” she wrote.  
 As Alia and her students began to cook, Jonathon Jones walked out of his school and 
headed towards the metro station, already done with his daily lessons. Shuffling down the 
concrete stairs, he thought of calling his girlfriend for her thoughts on weekend plans. He began 
his underground trek to his apartment at two in the afternoon, a Canadian standing out amidst the 
Japanese salarymen commuting to and from their lunch breaks. 
Although Jonathan grew up and now lives in Canada, in the days before 3/11 he lived 
with his Japanese girlfriend of three years, worked at the same job for over five. “I felt like a 
natural Japanese,” he told me over Skype.  He then said something that was lost in the lag, a 
glitch freezing his face. I asked him to repeat himself.  
“It’s just important for you to know that, when we start talking about the earthquake, not 
once did I think of running. Never, you know, no matter how awful it was.” 
 Fifteen minutes before the disaster began Alia wiped scattered powder and congealed 
yolk off the tables with her close friend, Yurika-sensei. After washing most of the pots and pans, 
Yurika insisted that Alia go to the staff room and rest while the other teachers finished cleaning. 
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 Ten minutes before the disaster began Yuko finished her salad in the break room, chatted 
with her lifelong friend Kaori as they returned to work. 
 At 2:46 Alia Greenbaum sat alone on the computer, learning how to speak to her friends 
in Japanese.  
 At 2:46 Yuko Sato walked to her cubicle, ten floors above the ground. 
 At 2:46 Jonathon Jones began to collect his things and rose to walk out of the train. He 
and the others hoping to get home shuffled into a crowd in front of the doors.  Yet something 
was wrong. 
 “I think the earthquake officially started when we all realized the doors were never going 
to open.” 
 
 At 2:46 PM on March 11th, 2011, the Great East Japan Earthquake began. Building stress 
in the subduction zone twenty miles below the surface broke apart a tectonic plate, forming a 
gash in the lithosphere 6 feet across, 310 miles long and 120 miles wide. The entire energy 
released was over six hundred million times greater than that of the bomb in Hiroshima, causing 
an entire nation to move closer to North America by 8 feet, causing the entire Earth to tilt on its 
axis by 4 inches, and stealing 1.8 microseconds away from the day. The sound of the largest 
Japanese earthquake since recorded time could be heard by the GOCE satellite orbiting 158 
miles above the Earth.  
 Alia Greenbaum wrote in her diary that the tectonic eruption produced “a groaning 
rumbling sound unlike anything I had ever heard before. Sitting in theatres during disaster 
movies, I’d heard the sound effects that would be played to simulate a massive quake, and had 
always assumed that it was just that: sound effects. I never thought there could actually be a 
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noise as horrible as the rumbling, groaning roar of the earth shrieking in rage.” Cowering 
beneath a desk with the school nurse, Alia heard the chirp of a sedated female voice over the PA 
declare that there was an earthquake, and to please find cover. An endless succession of legs ran 
through the halls as she clung onto her chair, preventing it from ricocheting into a nearby 
classroom. For “the most harrowing four minutes of my life” she sat as the familiar temblor, like 
“turbulence on an airplane,” grew into the horrific urgency of a “ship in a storm.” 
 Yuko hid beneath a table with her boss and co-workers as soon as the quake howled into 
life, yet her response was more involuntary than Alia’s. “I just couldn’t move,” she told me, 
holding both knees with her hands. She attributed her paralysis to her position on the tenth floor, 
the vibrations shaking her office with increased intensity due to their distance from the earth’s 
surface. Her muscles reduced to pulp, she dragged herself to nearby cover. She and Kaori hugged 
each other as they heard windows shatter and cracks the length of her forearm lacerate the 
concrete walls. “Whole wall seemed broken,” she said to me, her accent rendering “wall” as 
world. Yuko counted five minutes until the shaking ceased, although “it felt like always.” Her 
mind, unable to cope with the increasing logic of death, sank into the mundane. “We all just 
started laughing, without control,” she told me. 
 “Yes, just laughing. We were so shocked, we didn’t know what to do. All I could think 
was, will I have to go to work tomorrow?” 
 Jonathon was lifted off the ground in the initial seismic lash and then caught in the crowd 
of pinned Japanese, waiting out the “three or so” minutes in the utter dark until he was able to 
stand. A pair of metro workers, clinical in their surgical masks and white gloves, pried open the 
metro doors. He and the others fled from the lightless subway to the exit. “We noticed the ceiling 
was beginning to crack.” 
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 Chemical fires and electrical wires hissing on the asphalt greeted Jonathon as he surfaced. 
Traffic lights epileptically flickered into darkness. Smoke emanated from the jaws of broken 
windows. One man wandered the street, cradling one bloody hand in the other. 
 “It was basically a crowded warzone,” Jonathon said. 
 There was one recurring sight, however: those without critical injuries were standing still, 
taking photos with their phones of the collapsed sidewalks and buildings. “I think after noticing 
all of them I decided to take photos too,” he told me. I asked him why. He spent a few moments 
staring off-camera, so long that I wondered if he was frozen again. “I don’t know,” he finally 
confessed. “I took photos because I knew I was going to go home and upload them to Facebook.” 
 Alia and her students scrambled out from the school, carrying the evacuation flags as the 
children waded into the mud and snow. Behind her a troupe of third-graders came crying out, 
their faces smeared with soot. Fire, she thought, until she heard it was from a science experiment 
earlier that day. Huddling with a band of girls, she watched as parents came running from all 
directions and embraced their children. “The ones that knew me, either from seeing me around 
town or through the English Conversation class I taught on Tuesday evenings, seemed almost as 
relieved to see me as their children, one even rushing to give me a hug before finding her fourth- 
and fifth-grade daughters,” she wrote. Soon Alia was only left with two children: Taichi, whom 
she had taught since he was three years old, and Yumiko, “who had decided as soon as she found 
out we had the same birthday that I was her favorite teacher.” She had to wait hours for the 
children’s parents to arrive from nearby Furukawa, whose access road was blocked by a fallen 
cell tower. 
 After the earthquake, the networks whose towers weren’t broken were crowded with 
callers asking for the status of family and friends. “By then, all we had on phones was TV,” 
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Yuko told me. After the shaking subsided, her boss led her and the other employees down ten 
flights of stairs to seek shelter in an adjacent hotel, stepping past glass and a fallen chandelier to 
hear news of an incoming tsunami on their phones. “All the TV said was of tsunami. We didn’t 
know six-feet tsunami, twenty-feet tsunami, fifteen minutes, thirty minutes. We couldn’t 
imagine.” Once her boss told her to return home to her mother, Yuko took an hour dodging 
traffic jams and car crashes to make a trip that otherwise took twenty minutes. She was lucky: 
those whose cars were damaged beyond repair had to walk as long as ten hours back home.  
 Jonathon Jones sprinted to the closest place he knew from the subway: his girlfriend’s 
apartment. Broken water mains spilled sewage and muddy water onto the streets; he tried calling 
her multiple times on the way, with only an automated message in response. He found her at last 
standing ankle-deep in the coursing water, her head cocked to the sky, watching helicopters and 
fighter jets scream past her towards the fires Jonathon had escaped. Once she saw him she 
shouted his name and jumped on him and began to cry. 
“She’s my wife, now.” Jonathon smiled, unable to help himself. 
The water froze and it began to snow. Yuko trudged into her home and found her mother, 
Yoko, and a family friend sitting next to the radio. Steam curled silently out of cracked teacups. 
Hours after the quake the radio could only speak of anecdotes, possible apocrypha: two people in 
a nearby supermarket were crushed and killed by falling shelves. Gas stations were consumed in 
evening explosions. Convenience stores were ransacked and looted for make-up, alcohol. 
While Yuko and Yoko hunched around the radio like it was a source of heat, Alia broke 
down in her bare apartment as the sky softened into evening. Nakamura-san, her supervisor, 
stumbled into her apartment and berated her; as the one with the most experience, Alia was in 
charge of her fellow Assistant Language Teachers (ALTs), and was thus responsible for their 
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current disappearance. Slowly she gathered herself and supplies from the “earthquake kit” left by 
the former tenant, which only consisted of a flashlight without batteries. She sat shaking in the 
dark until one of the ALTs knocked on her door, told her that the rest were communing in Kate’s 
apartment. 
“The seven of us...ate tuna on crackers, fruit, and other no-cooking-required food while 
keeping each other company in candlelight,” Alia wrote. They spent the evening attempting to 
call or email someone, anyone. Discovered that the water was working and cheered. Tried to 
fumble into sleep. 
“Yes, I did sleep,” Yuko told me, laughing, almost embarrassed. “At least until 
aftershocks came.” Over 900 smaller aftershocks caused by the Great East Japan Earthquake 
have ravaged the Tohoku region in the ensuing three years. The first shook less than thirty 
minutes after the initial quake, at 3:08 PM; some have reached over 7.0 on the Richter scale. 
Violent echoes of that initial eruption shook Yuko and Alia and Jonathon throughout that first 
night, a reminder that this was not yet over. 
 
A toppled dryer. A blanket of paper. An electric kettle, bleeding water. A bowl, broken 
cleanly in half. A shattered spoon from Alia’s principal given to her on her first day. Alia waded 
through paprika and cumin and thyme as she made her way through her kitchen the next day, 
assessing the damage with absent eyes. Every few seconds she would glance at her phone on the 
counter, waiting for its light to fill the room as it announced a text or email or voicemail or call, 
any indication that the outside world knew what had happened to her. She thought of her mother 
and father in America, helpless in their distance, imagining the worst. A knock on the door 
11 
 
brought her thoughts back to the apartment: Yumiko asked if Alia would like to join her at the 
supermarket.  
Outside her and her mother’s house, Yuko collected the shards of stone lanterns scattered 
across her lawn. “I have lived there all my life,” she said to me, “and always those lanterns were 
there.” Her mother moved from Yamagata-ken to Sendai as a young teenager in the postwar 
years, after her father was recruited as a kamikaze. In the streets of Sendai neighbors wandered 
to other homes to exchange rumors and rations, pausing in improvised tableaux as another 
aftershock interrupted the morning. Yoko sat on the front steps, staring at aerial photos of the 
tsunami in the local newspaper.  
Jonathon Jones and his girlfriend Natsumi’s sister sat in an idling car as they listened to 
news of the tsunami. A few hours after the quake, Jonathon’s girlfriend received a message from 
her best friend, the only text either of them received for days. It was three words, in English: 
“I’m still alive!” “We didn't even know the context of that message until the next day,” he said, 
until they heard of the waves as tall as eighty feet that battered the coastal areas of Tohoku, 
erasing entire villages from the earth. The Kyodo News reported that over 9,500 citizens in the 
coastal town of Minamisanriku had gone missing; over one thousand bodies were recovered in 
the following weeks. Beached yachts teetered on roofs; flooded planes crashed through the 
windows of the Sendai airport. Natsumi’s best friend lived in Ishinomaki, a city whose 
elementary school was swallowed by fifteen foot waves. Evacuated students and teachers fled to 
a nearby bridge for higher ground, where The Japan Times reported that “the tsunami swept in 
from the sea, sparing only 33 of the 108 children. One teacher fled up the hill with another child, 
but, stricken with guilt, later committed suicide.”  
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In the afternoon Alia and Jonathon and Yuko all walked to local supermarkets, each 
choked with crowds that, Alia wrote, “stretched all the way through the parking lot to the street.” 
Shattered glass from wine bottles and spoiled frozen food were the last things left as Jonathon 
squeezed through the aisles. To prevent looting, Alia’s supermarket allowed only five people at a 
time inside the vestibule; she carried home instant ramen and water and candles. Yuko shoveled 
the falling snow into a bucket, a makeshift refrigerator for her fresh food.  
Otherwise they waited in their powerless homes. Waited for news from the coast, from 
Tokyo. From their homelands. “The worst part, above all,” Jonathon told me, “was the lack of 
information. Or the lack of contact. We couldn’t know how everyone was. If anyone we knew 
was still alive, or if anyone knew that we were still alive.” Only at eight in the evening the next 
day did Alia find cell reception, minutes before her phone was due to die. She sprinted from her 
cold apartment to her car charger and sat shivering as she tried to message friends and family. 
Her lengthy list of questions was edited down to assurances of her own survival as she pressed 
the “send” button again and again, convinced that a smaller message would slip through the 
cellular congestion. She watched as the progression bar slid across the screen, only to notify her 
that the message failed to send. Alia edited her message and tried again. In the end she was able 
to email her parents two words: “I’m safe.” 
Shortly after she sent her message Alia could connect to the Internet, to Facebook. She 
scrolled through dozens of messages from friends asking if she was alright, that someone had 
found her through a “Google person finder” established after the disaster, that her mother knew 
she was okay. “I admit that was enough to undo me, after all the stress and the fear, seeing the 
proof that so many cared for me sent me to tears. I sat reading the posts through the tears running 
13 
 
down my face, and listening to the radio updates as a few more aftershocks hit.” She spent the 
rest of another sleepless night listening to statistics until her phone’s reception faded out.  
The following days bled together, linked by drought and numb routine: Jonathon and his 
girlfriend moved to her parents’ after a week without water, spent their mornings shuffling in 
supermarkets. Alia bathed by warming water on the stove, dried her hair in the sun. Yuko walked 
daily to a nearby school, where the military doled out eighteen liters of purified water per family.  
In this yawn of time news of Fukushima came from Tokyo and abroad. The initial quake 
on 3/11 tore open the pipes that regulated heat inside the nuclear reactors, causing hydrogen 
explosions that tore the plant apart. Toxic clouds spilled from the skeletons of the reactors, 
carried by the coastal winds; the rest leaked into the ocean, facilitated by a plant manager who 
attempted to cool a reactor with seawater. This spillage, Gretel Ehrlich claims, is considered to 
be “the worst maritime contamination disaster in recorded history.” Influenced by the Tokyo 
Electric Power Company (TEPCO), who in conjunction with GE presided over the plant’s 
maintenance, official statements from the Japanese government seemed benign: “[e]ven then it 
sounded like nothing was really wrong: a 20km radius had been evacuated just in case, but we 
would be fine where we were,” Alia wrote. Yet paranoid reports from foreign outlets had 
claimed that only people eighty to one hundred kilometers away from the reactors were truly safe. 
This disparity between national censorship and international panic, this blatant inconsistency in 
information, worried citizens and outsiders living in Japan; on the same day, Alia “had a 
Japanese coworker say they heard there was a ‘small leak’ in Fukushima, and my friend's dad e-
mailing all of us from the US...saying (in all caps): ‘It's worse than Chernobyl, get out if you 
value your lives.’”  
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The day after news of Fukushima broke, Alia and the other teachers of Miyazaki 
Elementary gathered in an auditorium crowded with uncontaminated rations to discuss the 
school’s future. Graduation would be postponed, as would the start of the following year: no one 
was sure if the incoming teachers from nearby Kami were alive or not. No one could be paid. As 
Alia and the other ALTs left the meeting, one of the Japanese teachers joked that the falling 
snow was already irradiated. On the way home her friends checked their emails in the crowded 
car, finding pleas from their parents to escape the inevitable “nuclear disaster.” 
“Those words infected the rest of us with fear, and we had to make a decision: stay or go?” 
At his own family’s insistence, Jonathon booked a trip by bus for Australians, New 
Zealanders and Canadians who hoped to flee the country. Foreign friends of his in Tokyo were 
already gone, an immediate emigration that bothered him. He sat in his surrogate family’s cold 
kitchen and listened to his girlfriend and her parents recite the names of friends and co-workers 
and children whose status they still did not know; he thought of everyone isolated from 
information, the hundreds in powerless Sendai boiling water for the sake of its steam, those he 
would leave to greet the march of empty days without him. He called the station and cancelled 
his seat, deciding that if he stayed he would at least tell the foreign press the truth. 
Yet no one would contact him. Flocks of international reporters quoted eyewitnesses in 
areas far from Tohoku, known only for their status as global hubs or past sites of disaster. 
“Everything was pretty Tokyo-centric,” Jonathon said, “or otherwise Hiroshima- or Nagasaki-
centric. We didn’t really know why everyone was talking to people in Tokyo when the ‘actual’ 
victims came from the north.” Japan’s capital was more than 210 kilometers away from the 
quake’s epicenter, over 240 kilometers from Fukushima Daiichi. As Jonathon told me, “the only 
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thing people in Tokyo experienced was coffee ripples in their cups.” Even his hometown’s local 
paper ignored him, only allowing him to write for their blog after multiple emails. 
 On March 16th, Alia told her supervisor she would travel to the American military base 
in Okinawa for spring break, persuaded by weather reports that claimed that rain and snow in the 
following weeks would carry harmful levels of radiation to her town. Alia’s family, however, 
was convinced by media hyperbole that all of Japan was drenched in cancerous cesium-137; after 
her parents appealed in vain to politicians, including Senator John Kerry, they turned to the 
national media to find their child safe passage to America. “We’re trying to email her, but there’s 
no response,” her mother told The Boston Globe. “I just want my daughter to come home.”  
Shortly after her mother’s plea, Anderson Cooper flew to Miyagi to find three “missing 
Americans,” co-workers of Alia’s, two of which were never declared as missing. The other, 
twenty-four year-old Taylor Anderson, born and raised in Virginia, was found dead.  
At the end of his CNN segment, Alia wrote, Anderson Cooper “said something to the 
effect of, ‘Why couldn't these kids have contacted their parents? Even if they couldn't get cell 
reception where they were, why couldn't they have driven somewhere where there was 
reception?’” He was somehow ignorant of the rolling blackouts that crippled communication and 
left most of Japan lightless and confined within areas demarcated by debris. Did not notice the 
cars in streets filled with glass and cracked asphalt that were reduced to steel shells containing 
dregs of invaluable gasoline.  
 Although the American embassy arranged flights for its citizens to and from Tokyo, it 
left those stranded in Sendai and other northern cities to find their own exit. Yuko listened to her 
American boyfriend’s faint voice as his brief calls told her that the Sendai airport was still 
submerged: he could not return, not yet. A week after the quake Alia and her friend Kate sat 
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inside a bus station bracketed by empty streets. Kate cradled a heating pad from the hospital, the 
only way to warm her frozen hands. In the morning the bus wound through a jagged spine of 
mountains on its way to the airport in nearby Yamagata.  
 “Somewhere through the pass,” Alia wrote, “I started feeling sick.” She shut her eyes to 
the outside landscapes bleached by snow and began to breathe in and out, ignoring the riot inside 
her empty stomach, the urgent flutter in her throat. Tried to deny what was happening, knew 
what the symptoms signified. The bus stopped in Yamagata and Alia vomited thin ribbons of bile 
inside the cramped bathroom. She left her friend and walked to a nearby hospital, aware that 
nausea was an early indication of radiation poisoning.   
 Six hours after the initial quake, radiation levels around the plant rose to .8 millisieverts, 
enough to kill a human after twenty minutes of exposure. Lingering trauma of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki have unearthed past paranoia and stigma surrounding radiation victims. The term 
hibakusha (lit. “explosion-affected people”), first used to describe the irradiated survivors of the 
atomic bomb, resurged in Fukushima as a pejorative against victims assumed to be poisoned. 
Those deemed hibakusha were bullied and forced into quarantine. Shops began to refuse any fish 
and produce imported from the Tohoku region; hotels wrote notices that “THIS YOGURT DID 
NOT COME FROM FUKUSHIMA.” Although Japan Times reporter David McNeill cites a UN 
study which claims that rates of cancer in the Tohoku region have not elevated since the disaster, 
he contends that “[m]any parents point to a recent finding that over 40 percent of nearly 95,000 
children checked...had thyroid ultrasound ‘abnormalities.’” The Emperor issued a proclamation 
early in 2014 that rice grown in Fukushima was now safe to consume, yet communal whispers of 
governmental distrust and incessant fears of cancer still loom over the fields and villages of 
northern Japan.  
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 At the hospital the doctor interrogated Alia with questions regarding the quake as a nurse 
punctured her arm with an IV drip. She was dizzy, her mind a restless moth smacking against the 
light. Alia asked for her diagnosis between spasms.  
 “It’s just stress,” the doctor told her. “You’ve been through all of this. So much.” 
 The next day Alia showered at a friend’s house for the first time in days, still unable to 
eat solid food before her plane departed. As she skimmed above the sleet and radiation, Alia 
gazed at Mt. Fuji through her window; “it was snow-covered and looked pristine, a far cry from 
the palpable terror of nuclear radiation that I had felt among other evacuees the last several days.” 
 She met her old friend Mary and Mary’s husband at the base in Okinawa, their year-old 
child cooing in his lap. A temporary home, until the new year began. A month until she would 
see her students again. 
“That night I slept in a warm bed that wasn’t moving from the force of the earth: 
something that so many take for granted but for me then was the most wonderful thing.” 
 
 Inside the lounge Yuko Sato-Molineux shows me her diamond ring. The workers have 
left for the day; in the distance are houses bookended by cedar trees, a mother and her squad of 
children pumping past us on identical bicycles. Williamsburg is preparing for summer, the daisy 
chain of carefree days. 
 Yuko waited until the August of 2011 for her boyfriend to return. Brad Molineux flew to 
Sendai to meet her and her mother; at the end of ten days, he proposed to her outside of her 
childhood home. They flew to America to get married. 
 “I feel so sorry to Japan, that I moved here,” she tells me, her voice catching in her throat. 
“I want to do something with my hometown, but I had to come here.” Yuko worries about her 
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mother in their cracked home, still swaying in the endless aftershocks. She and her husband will 
travel to Japan in the summer of 2014, after her green card is processed. 
 “I just want people to never forget the day. I hope people who are concerned about this 
area, I want them to see the damage of the tsunami...like, I think that many people see the 
tsunami on the TV, but if you go see the damage with your eyes, maybe you’ll feel so different. 
Now, two years after the earthquake, nothing has changed a lot.” 
 Jonathon Jones returned to Canada in 2013. Still, he says, certain trains cannot travel to 
his suburb in Sendai. His summer after the quake was defined by its silence. He and his co-
workers held a BBQ party for the new school year, watched the smoke and fire dissipate without 
comment. His employer suffered from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder and didn’t talk for six 
months. “No one really wanted to discuss it,” he says to me. As he still waits for his wife to join 
him in their new home, Jonathon continues to write about the disaster for his local paper, and has 
written a two-act play about the aftermath, Chernobylshima.  
 Alia Greenbaum chose to stay in Japan for another year, despite her parent’s pleas. At the 
beginning of the new year she and the other teachers received Geiger counters, meant for daily 
measurements of the school yard and cafeteria lunches. “My specific area was pretty much 
business as usual about a month after the disaster,” she tells me, but she still returns to Japan 
twice a year to help rebuild areas along the coast. “Every day little victories are made,” Alia says, 
“but there are still mountainous piles of rubble, vast tracts of wreckage and land swept clean by 
the tsunami.”  
 The trauma has not left Alia. “I still feel phantom earthquakes and worry about possibly 
getting cancer in the future,” she tells me. She continues to help, however, because she knows 
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there are those still abandoned in shelters without families or futures or homes to return to; and 
because, as she says, “I knew it would have been a thousand times worse if I had been alone.” 
 In the months after the disaster scientists noted a strain of mutated butterflies surrounding 
the fields of Fukushima. The changes in the butterfly’s morphology “were widespread,” Time 
reported, “with abnormalities found including broken or wrinkled wings, changes in wing sizes, 
problems with legs, antennae...and even shifts in color pattern.” Certain scientists claim, of 
course, that the butterflies’ exposure to radiation caused the shifts; others contend that these 
mutations came from past generations, that their ancestors dealt with their own sources of 
mutation and passed them to their offspring. Biologists have expressed worry, unsure if this 
would cause a significant dip in the butterflies’ survival rate.  
 They are still alive today. 
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“One thousand, four hundred years ago, someone brought back roof tiles to 
Japan as a new ‘technique,’ and ever since they’ve been a standard element in 
the traditional Japanese house.  In other words, they’re up there, on buildings.  
And now here they are in a pile on the ground at my feet.” 
  —Hideo Furukawa, “Sixteen Years Later, In the Same Place”  
 
FOUR DAYS INTO THE BLOSSOMS’ FALL his wife finds Hiro in front of the mirror, 
digging his fingers through his scalp, watching the way his dandruff falls into the bathroom sink. 
He pauses to watch each shred of skin tumble to the drain, then begins again. His cuticles are 
gnawed, the nails like serrated crescent moons occupying the bathroom floor. Eyes flicking 
sometimes towards the mirror. She watches him in the hallway for two minutes before stepping 
into the room.  
“What is this,” she demands, desperate, leading him back to their bedroom by the wrist. 
“What is it now?” 
“Work,” he says, in English: a common refrain in their marriage. Back in bed he watches 
the ceiling swirl above him, an afterimage of his dead skin whirling down the drain.  
Wakahisa Hiro, 53 years old, 1.7 m., 58kg., is a man subsumed in self-imposed stress. A 
man who conflates his work with his personality, who retains the inherent conviction that his 
loved ones’ opinion of him depends on his output. He is aware of this, he knows it is a flaw, but 
it does nothing to stop the week-long bouts of anxiety that affect him once every season or so. At 
these times he will lose sleep, weight—valuable kilograms shed from his already skeletal frame. 
In the beginning his American wife calls him “Sarō,” the Japanese pronunciation of “sallow”; 
but at the end of these weeks she will call him nothing, will instead spend her afternoons in the 
bare apartment, waiting for her husband to come home from work. She listens to their son’s 
frantic clicks on his laptop and to the widower selling fish in the restaurant beneath them, his 
voice creaky from cigarettes; she imagines her arms wrapping around Hiro’s stomach, both of 
them filled with food. But no. During his so-called “states” Hiro refuses meals and rest and sex; 
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instead he feels an urchin of nausea in his throat, lodged somewhere around his larynx. It is a 
week of sweat, a week of silence. And then it is over, for the time being. 
Hiro works as a programmer for a major gaming developer deep within the heart of 
Akihabara; he is known for his ability to simulate weather effects in video games. Every month 
he is asked to re-create thick veils of rain and snow and neon scars of lightning out of pixels and 
artificial physics; although, yes, he can form simple sunlight, he is paid more for his dynamic 
simulations of disaster. At the start of each project his boss will inform him of his position’s 
singular importance: of the weather’s ability to create emotion as mere image, of its potential to 
immerse the player, to make them belong. The boss will ask if Hiro knows the term “pathetic 
fallacy.” He is five years younger than Hiro; his wispy attempt at a beard settles like a thin fog 
below his lower lip. 
Here it begins. The company’s latest project is Ronin no fukushū, or Ronin’s Revenge, 
slated for release in the summer of 2011. Hiro’s task, his final task, is a promotion: he is to create 
the sakura that fall during the climactic battle between the protagonist and his wife’s killer. On 
Monday his boss emails him a dense web of history on the subject: the sakura, the cherry 
blossom, mono no aware, symbol of fallen samurais, painted on the noses of kamikaze Zeroes, 
covering the blank breasts of women advertising Kirin beer, signifying Japan itself. Hiro is to 
observe the blossom’s fall, dissect it into code. That is all. 
 At first it is simple, he is drawing from memory. As Hiro sits in the sterile glow of his 
computer, locked within his cubicle within the building within Akihabara, nostalgia opens within 
him. He remembers his childhood home near the Three Mountains, his fingers laced with his 
mothers’. His tongue dragging across the roof of his mouth for any last remnants of mochi. His 
mother would carry the sakura in her hair, the homemade sake she drank allowing her to laugh in 
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bright, jagged bursts. In the evening, when the stars began to open their empty eyes, they would 
wade through the columns of crops back towards their wooden home crouched in the grass. His 
sleep those childhood nights was pure enough that he often thought of those days, those summers 
wreathed in wisteria and mosquitoes. 
 But something is always lost in the transition from memory to art. The blossoms are off, 
he thinks; he cannot convince himself that they are fine, despite the eager voice in the back of his 
skull that tells him that he should be proud of his work. He spends hours staring at the screen, his 
fingers steepled beneath his chin, trying to determine what exactly is wrong. Desperate, oblivious, 
Hiro turns to the Internet to fill in the so-called gaps in his memory. He researches the actual 
blossom by looking at grainy videos and close-up photos of sakura festivals captured by 
astonished tourists, blonde college sophomores and Korean newlyweds. But the actual flower 
does nothing to capture the romantic haze of his memories.  
Then he turns to the indirect, thinking he can capture the flower through association. The 
color of sakura soon resembles the same bubblegum shade of Haruno Sakura’s hair, or Kaname 
Madoka’s—any pink-haired moe girl with digital sunlight glittering in her oversized irises. The 
rate of the fall becomes five centimeters per second, a film reference. Everything is allusive; the 
sakura comes to refer to anything but itself. One of his co-workers finds Hiro staring at a pair of 
vivisected lungs, his neck twisted in an attempt to look at his computer screen upside-down. He 
is convinced the alveoli are branches, he imagines a sakura tree inside of him.  
 On Tuesday, the first waves of his seasonal anxiety swell. Hiro experiences a form of 
vertigo similar to the kind he feels after overexposure to a certain word, in which the word 
dissolves into a series of letters, then an accumulation of sounds, and then Hiro is never sure if 
the word is actually spelled the way it is, and if it even belongs in his own personal language. 
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The cherry blossom becomes sepal, pistil, stamen, became a pastel blotch on his screen. 
Whenever this happens he knocks his palm against his temple and resumes his scattered thinking. 
 On Thursday, at its nadir, his anxiety reduces Hiro to a series of dry stares and midnight 
wanderings. He leaves breakfast with flecks of miso-stained rice still on his lips. Before sleep he 
types his stress-fueled symptoms into the Internet and allows anonymous commenters to tell him 
that he has cancer, that he has AIDS, that this is inevitable. One night his wife finds him sitting 
in front of the dead television, staring at what she calls “the blizzard channel.”  
He hears a young couple slurring through enka ballads in the karaoke bar across the street. 
He hears his son typing in his bedroom, the sound of the keyboard itself a sort of message, 
a kind of Morse code.  
Suicidal thoughts shyly occupy his heart. The next morning he leaves his seat belt 
unbuckled.  
On Friday, in a fit of panic, Hiro jogs over to Keiji, his close friend and co-worker, one of 
the men who made the physics engine for the game. He is convinced even the flowers’ descent is 
wrong: it is as linear as rain’s. 
“Looks fine to me,” Keiji said to Hiro back in Hiro’s cubicle, his tie draped over Hiro’s 
shoulder. “I’m sure you just paranoid and want a promotion.” He says this with a laugh, noticing 
a penumbra of sweat on the back of Hiro’s neck. 
Hiro makes him sit through five variations, all essentially the same. He swivels in his 
chair and stares at Keiji, his knee bouncing in anticipation.  
“Please. Anything.” 
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“Okay, just one thing? Just one? You’ve—the blossoms fall too fast. Like...that. See? 
Like they’re trying to hit the ground. You need to code for resistance. They’re not trying to fall, 
so just—they need to resist against the fall, against the air.” 
Keiji leans in and commandeers the keyboard. His glasses catch the fluorescent light 
from the computer screen, forming an infinity mirror.  
“There.”  
He stands back and leaves, but not before making Hiro promise to send the blossoms to 
their boss by the end of the day. “We don’t believe in that whole ‘death from overwork’ bullshit 
here.” Keiji returns to his cubicle, sniffing underneath his arms. In his office he adjusts the 
photograph of his three daughters in their sailor fuku, each of them peering out with identical 
smiles.  
Hiro sits for an hour in doubt, dissatisfied. The blossom’s fall repeats itself endlessly 
against a blank background.  
For the past ten years now he was a man whose job was to control the environment and 
transmit it into code and he did so through his own memory. In previous games he was in charge 
of the sun bleeding through the leaves or the wind brushing its fingers through fields of wheat 
and he used his own past as material, until he was no longer sure what was more real: the blurred 
image of his home near Tōno-shi in his mind or the reenactment on the screen. He found that he 
began to trust in the computer to recite his own history back to him not only because it was 
tangible but because he could manipulate it, and this terrified him to no end. Because he was able 
to alter the image on the screen he felt that more than ever it was his duty to merge his past with 
this, its hollow adaptation. Instead the image of the uncanny blossoms falls on the screen, close 
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but no cigar as his wife would say, like a fossilized dragonfly’s image refracted in its encasing 
amber. 
After he emails his boss that he is done with the assignment he emails his wife and tells 
her he will bring home curry for dinner. 
 
That night, his wife’s arm across his chest, Hiro dreams he is in the middle of the street, 
his back facing his apartment. It is dusk, the streetlights flickering on. An unseen woman’s 
laughter spills through one of the open windows. Hiro looks down at his shirt to find a stain 
spreading, its origin approximately at Hiro’s navel. He lifts his shirt to find water pouring from 
his stomach. As Hiro presses his fingers around the circumference of the wound, it tears open, 
causing the water to burst out. He can feel himself deflating; in a matter of minutes his skin lays 
on the street in a hollow heap. Except, except: something small is fumbling in his skin, trying to 
get out. After a few seconds an infant deer crawls out of the wound, like a molting snake. The 
deer’s fur is matted with blackened blood. The infant deer shakes itself and yawns and begins to 
hobble down the street.  
 
--- 
 
He is at the bar that Saturday because Keiji’s eldest daughter and his and Hiro’s boss’s 
son attend the same cram school, which allows Keiji to confide in his boss that because of his 
last task Hiro looked like a living ghost; and because Hiro’s boss considers himself a gracious 
man, he decides to invite Hiro to drink with his superiors the Saturday after Famitsu’s March 
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issue publishes its teaser coverage of Ronin’s Revenge, declaring its graphics in particular to be 
“as effective as any time machine, transporting us to the Heian period in astonishing HD.” 
Hiro walks from work alone to the bar. The frigid air wraps itself around his throat, the 
slush leaks through the soles of his loafers. After twenty minutes he finds himself outside the 
establishment, its name written in a Gothic font on the door: @LOLita.  
He has never visited a maid izayaka before. Its door is plastered with blown-up 
photographs of the girls, veins edited from their eyes and lips the color of bright blood. Aware of 
the gossip his wife and her foreign friends shared about such bars, he begins to mentally 
compose the apologetic e-mail he’d send to his boss that evening, the reasons for his absence 
interspersed with constant thanks. But soon he notices the passers-by eyeing him next to the 
gigantic 2D maids, and his exposed skin starts to shout out for any source of warmth. He slips 
inside, an unseen sensor chirruping to announce his entrance. 
He hears the girls before he sees them, a chorus in soprano: “Welcome home, master!” 
Their faces attuned to him in unison, distant satellites recording his position on Earth. Smiles 
asking him to stay. Begging. Hiro brushes the snow off of his shoulders and observes the interior 
of the bar.  
Everything within the bar is an attempt at steampunk. @LOLita’s waitresses are dressed 
like European maids, their outfits wreathed in frothy monochromatic lace, an insignia of a rose 
with dripping thorns sewn onto their left breast of their blouse. Their white skirts resemble the 
canopy of Victorian umbrellas, with ribs intact: when the maids bend over to take the 
salarymen’s orders, their panties are revealed within the widened skirt like the head of a 
blooming sunflower. Hiro notices @LOLita’s main attraction on the way to his company’s 
private booth: behind the bar is the izayaka’s own miniature brewery, a cacophony of exposed 
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pipes blurting out occasional steam and cogs churning nothing, a disguise for the actual 
fermentation in stainless steel regulated by a computer. A small steam engine lurches around the 
periphery of the room, spouting out the drink specials. 
A shot of whiskey stares back at Hiro as he takes his place at the edge of the booth. Men 
he has never spoken to welcome him, laugh at his arrival in the way that men laugh at anything 
after the end of another week of work. 
“You’ll need it,” his boss says after the greetings subside, nodding towards the whiskey. 
“You haven’t seen her yet.”  
The alcohol curls like a fire inside Hiro’s empty stomach; he flexes his fingers, making 
the joints crack. After a few minutes of conversation the feeling he lost in his cheeks due to the 
cold is regained and then lost again by the whiskey. He reminds himself of his frame; his weight 
could only support so much liquor. He remembers his wife’s slurred boasts when they played 
drinking games with his old friends from university, claiming that “they could drink more than 
all of her combined.” Hiro grins at the memory. 
“Feeling it already, huh, Wakahisa-san,” Keiji says, less a question than a statement. 
“I’ve had four, and yet you look halfway to a hangover.” 
“Leave our blossom expert be,” says one of the art designers, Kojima Akio, 28. “You 
haven’t been a monk either. Remember outside of Little BSD, the waitress we had? All you 
knew was that she was in police cosplay, so you went up and down the street yelling ‘POLICE, 
POLICE’ until you had to sit down? Remember what happened?”  
Scattered shouts, laughter: everyone knows the rest of the story. Hiro feels he had enough 
liquor in him to ask for the ending, but at that moment a hand with painted roses on each of its 
fingernails brushes the curtain aside.  
29 
 
Her name is Strawberii—yes, and she is sixteen at most. She bows deep in Hiro’s 
direction; Hiro can see the part of scalp between her pigtails, like a furrow in the soil. She begins 
to hand out the next round of beers. The men are silent for all of this, observing. When she 
reaches Hiro the condensation on the glass causes her hand to slip; the glass falls to the floor, 
shatters into violent polygons; a shock of warm beer stains Hiro’s casual khakis. Immediately her 
painted hands attempt to hide her shrieking mouth. 
“Oh—oh—,” pawing at her hair, streaked with her namesake’s shade of red. The other 
men shake their heads, forgiving her. Keiji reaches for her elbow but can only touch her with one 
finger; so his thumb lays there, in mute support. 
Already Hiro is on the floor recovering the glass fragments. In his periphery he sees 
Strawberii’s paralyzed feet tilted towards each other, as though each was attempting to comfort 
the other. After ten or so seconds she joins him beneath the table. 
For some reason Hiro repeats, in a weak voice: “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” (He apologizes the 
way other adults express thanks: often, arbitrarily.) Strawberii forgives herself throughout the 
cleaning: “iie, daijoubu.” She passes through the curtain and returns with another beer and a shot 
of whiskey. 
The ensuing alcohol enables Hiro to drag his polite eyes from the edge of the table to 
stare at Strawberii full in the face. He thinks: she is young, yes, but there is nothing else to 
explain the other men’s silence, filled with midlife lust. She is all angles, an assemblage of skin 
and bone in a lace skirt. Her mouth is a crowded cemetery of teeth; her laugh is merely a part of 
her occupation. “A burst vein,” she says, explaining the stained iris in her right eye. Yet all of the 
younger men glance at each other as soon as she leaves the room.   
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She is a cocoon, he thinks; she is growth. Not that the men around him can see within her 
the result of her adolescence; she is adolescence. The cocoon itself arouses. So they watch her 
and her stained eye and imagine the materials with which she constructs her youth: study guides 
to entrance exams, shreds of phone numbers written on the back of damp receipts, subscriptions 
to Nicola and Non-no, airbrushed purikura photos, texts she will never send to an unknown 
admirer, texts she will never receive from an unknown admirer, cheap onigiri stuffed with plums 
bought in 7-11s, the voices of her parents discussing her friends in the rooms below, covert sips 
of vodka in the backrooms of the bar, brief dreams in which she walks on car-choked streets and 
that always end with her waking before the moment of the crash….And after this evening the 
men will reduce her to an anecdote, and even those who pity her will invoke her name when they 
are among other men. Yet what upsets Hiro most of all is that he watches her and his co-workers 
as though they are across the room, that he is somehow separate, although (he thinks, briefly) 
this could simply be due to the whiskey…. 
(“My very own Bashō,” his wife would say whenever he whispered to her his drunken 
attempts at poetry.) 
Everything is an echo of itself, now. Whenever Keiji or anyone else speaks to him Hiro 
hears only noise; it takes several seconds for him to register the words within the sound. Saliva 
fills his throat. The furniture cannot stay still. 
Out of this Hiro watches Keiji drag his fingers around the lip of Strawberii’s skirt. She is 
unaware, taking drink orders. His fingers curl around the inner hem of the skirt like a spider 
emerging from the floor. Some of the men notice and mutter to Keiji: “stop, stop, hentai,” 
although their eyes are bright.  
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And then Keiji’s mindless fingers move from fabric to thigh. Hiro in his drunkenness 
observes his own hand wrap around his glass and hurl his fifth beer at the portrait above Keiji’s 
head, and then he is up and moving and he has his hands on Keiji, he wants to have his hands on 
Keiji, where is Keiji, he can see the Victorian curtain rustling as the other waitresses come to yell 
obscene things at Keiji the missing hentai, and then the other men have their hands on Hiro, 
telling him that everything is fine, reminding him of his age, and some of them are laughing, a 
chorus of bullfrogs is laughing at him, and then Hiro is on the floor. 
Strawberri’s stained iris stares down at him, hovering, expectant: a mutated sun.  
Hiro remembers nothing else. The rest of the night leaks out into the pachinko parlors and 
fluorescent alleys in Electric Town.  
 
He wakes with an email from his boss and the taste of grease in his throat. It is 6AM: he 
always wakes early after drinking. He attempts to sit up but his brain is filled with something 
writhing, fish struggling to break free from their net. Instead Hiro fumbles for his phone. 
The email is forwarded from the HR department within Hiro’s company; it says, in bland, 
percussive sentences, that the owner of @LOLita has stated that both Iwashiro Keiji and 
Wakahisa Hiro are no longer allowed inside of the maid café. Attached to the email is a 
calculated count of Hiro’s unused vacation days. He is expected to put two and two together.  
A blurred montage of last night begins to play in his mind. His wife fumbles in her sleep, 
turning to face her husband. Hiro shuts his mouth, begins to breathe through his nose.  
After an hour of thought Hiro rises to pack. He decides: I will tell them after. He wants to 
explain it to his wife when he cannot see her face.  
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Before he closes the door of his bedroom he looks back at his wife, snoring; the thin strip 
of space between the door and the wall allows him only to see the constellation of freckles on her 
right shoulder. He remembers kissing each individual freckle with the awe of a new parent 
declaring their child’s name. He remembers teaching her Japanese as though it was their own 
secret vocabulary.  
He closes the door. 
His son is asleep on the couch in his pajamas. He is wearing the nightcap they bought 
online last year, the one that resembles a koinobori. Even now Hiro has to stifle a smirk: his son 
seems oblivious to the felt carp’s jaws latched onto his forehead. A wordless joy fills the father 
as he sees himself and his son in the weak reflection of the TV screen.  
Earlier that month Hiro had found a poem scrawled on the back of his son’s homework, 
written in neon ink. Hiro assumed they were lyrics to a song by some pop diva born and bred in 
Harajuku.  
 
  And when the shadows grow long and tall, 
  We’ll know it isn’t the end at all; 
  And when the moon drowns in the sea 
  You’ll be forever young with me…. 
 
 Hiro leaves the apartment and takes the train out to his childhood home before his family 
wakes. 
 
— 
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Before visiting his mother in the yard Hiro walks through his old home only to find that 
she has been subsisting on leaves, roots; he finds shreds of vegetables in a colander in the sink. 
Her phone was in the knife drawer, its bill left unpaid after one year of the silence between her 
and Hiro. He knows this because he had called her with no news at all fourteen months after their 
last talk. A perky robotic voice on the other end told him the number he was calling had been 
disconnected. 
Hiro stares at himself in the window and pinches his sunken cheeks before wandering 
outside. “I’m here, Baa-chan.” 
 His mother sits on an overturned bucket in the middle of the field, examining her 
sheltered garden. She has covered her crops with a blanket of plastic film: her tomatoes and 
cucumbers and leeks hang in their flimsy greenhouse, hidden from the weather. The constant 
frost has accumulated and threatens to pierce the plastic, so his mother is there, removing numb 
fistfuls of snow with quaking hands. She says nothing to him as he approaches her. Hiro is 
unsure if her shaking is from arthritis or merely a symptom of the cold.  
 His knees crack as he hunches down beside her. “Thought this was supposed to be my 
job,” he says, gathering the excess snow in his hands. As the snow spills through his fingers he 
looks at her; her shawl covers most of her face. 
 Already a silence hangs between them, swallowed by the non-sound of falling snow. 
Memories of Hiro’s childhood were always staged in the summer: the crunch of grass beneath 
dew-drenched feet, the telephone wires that swayed in the wind pouring over the mountains. The 
occasional visit to Tōno and its artificial folk villages, infested with tourists watching reenacted 
history: dancers performing the shishin odori, ceramic kappa lurking in the dredged ponds.   
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And the pheromone traps that dotted the tilled fields. Every June his mother would drag 
out the glass jars and chemicals she and her neighbors used to kill the migrating swarms of 
beetles. Amidst the communal roar of the cicadas she dug holes in the soil and buried the 
pheromone-filled glass jars up to their necks. By evening the beetles would drown in their own 
scent, a mountain of dead and dying insects trapped in a jar underneath the earth. Hiro’s task was 
to remove the jars at the end of the day. After he excavated a jar he would spend minutes staring 
in curious horror at the piles of beetles, the molted exoskeletons and shattered legs and wings 
like an alien form of stained glass blanketing the bottom. The still-living lurching over the bodies 
of their kin, too heavy to fly—anything to escape their flooded world. Whenever Hiro thinks of 
religion he thinks of God peering into a glass jar. He always suppressed the urge to reach inside 
and scoop out the survivors. But because he was outside of the jar he was allowed to leave their 
slow death and walk into the house...and then, at the age of twenty-five, walk out of it, travel to 
Gakuin College in Tokyo to earn a degree in graphic design, to find an American woman 
teaching English in a downtown eikaiwa, to have a son whose online friends may or may not be 
real.  
But there are no cicadas in winter. The only sound now is the low whine of an overhead 
jet; Hiro’s mother stares at the noise in annoyance. As she tilts her head skyward her shawl falls 
away, exposing a face as wrinkled as a discarded blanket.  
Hiro hates that he has to summon up any kind of courage to speak to his own mother; 
when he speaks he places his hand on her shoulder.  
“How about the city soon,” he says, meaning Kamaishi.  
“Why?” His mother pulls at a vegetable then gives up, panting.  
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“Food, maybe. Dad’s grave, if you want.” His father was a fisherman because all of the 
fathers in that area and at that time were fishermen. He died when Hiro was two, the tsunami 
dragging his body and boat out into the Pacific, leaving behind only a small plaque in the harbor 
bearing his name. 
His mother pauses, inspects the plastic film for any tears. She grips the bucket beneath 
her with both hands to lift herself up, her elbows and knees shuddering. Hiro stands and lifts her 
by the shoulders. 
“We’ll need to feed Neko before,” his mother says, nodding towards the cat in the wagon 
at the edge of the field. In response the cat turns to look at his owner and her son, standing like a 
sentry. Hiro has never seen this cat before. The cat stares at him with different eyes, one green 
and one blue. He is reminded of Strawberii as he puts his mother in the rental car.  
Early in the trip his mother asks him to pull over next to a small grove marked by two 
stone lanterns. He leads her with hand on shoulder past the lanterns and frost-covered foliage to 
find a tombstone, cracked and ridden with weeds. Hiro can only read the name “Sachiko”; a 
crack like a branching vein renders the family name illegible. He has no idea who this woman 
was or when she died. There is only her given name; the rest of her is lost to a quake-caused scar 
and the undergrowth. His mother reaches for a bucket nearby to pour water over the tomb but 
finds that the water is frozen. Instead she bows and mutters something under her breath, a sutra 
that Hiro barely remembers.  
The only things Hiro says to his mother for the rest of the trip are questions of comfort: if 
the heat is too high, if she wants to listen to music, if the music is too soft. Otherwise he sits and 
remembers ubasute, the old custom. In times of drought or famine a village would elect an 
elderly man or woman to be abandoned in the mountains. The son of the elected elder was made 
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to carry their parent on their back to the top of the mountain and then leave them there to die. 
One of the Buddhist legends states that one mother broke branches and tore leaves from trees on 
the way up, so that her son would be able to have a path to lead him back down the mountain. 
Hiro places his hand on tops of his mother’s and holds it there for a minute or so before 
returning it to the side of the car. As Hiro and his mother drive away from Tōno the gaps 
between homes and fish markets and convenience stores grows shorter until the landscape 
outside their windows is a faded zebra of white and grey, grey and white, and then the granite 
overcomes the snow and they find themselves surrounded by the town of Kamaishi.  
 
Seagulls shriek in suspended animation, wings fighting against the coastal wind. 
Barnacles and brine peel away the paint of trawlers lolling in the harbor. Flyers for graduation 
rattle in the bulletin boards next to the middle school. The sound of a bicycle bell echoes down 
the street; a salaryman bikes past the Wakahisas, his jacket flapping behind him like a dull cape.  
The reek of fish is like living next to a waterfall: at first it is omnipresent, inevitable, but 
after an hour or so Hiro has to remember that it is still there. Because it is already two o’clock 
and neither of them have eaten that day he takes his mother to the closest place he can find: a 
pizza restaurant called simply Pizaya nestled between a department store and Crayon, a karaoke 
bar. 
The place is empty save for a group of middle school girls skipping school, legs crossed 
and heels jiggling as they stare at something on one of the girls’ cell phones. One of the girls 
wears a pink surgical mask; none of them have eaten a piece of their still-steaming pizza.  
 “Everything except for the blonde hair,” one of them says. 
 “I thought gaijin were more muscular,” another says. “Football stars, you know.” 
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 “And why is his tie in the way,” the girl in the surgical masks asks, with a muffled laugh. 
“We want to see the good stuff!” 
 All of the girls laugh behind cupped hands. Hiro blushes and stares at the checkered 
tablecloth beneath him, glancing at his mother after a moment. She says nothing, mutely mouths 
out the words on the menu: pe-pa-ro-ni. She clenches her fist from time to time to keep her 
guiding finger from shaking.  
 Hiro allows himself this thought: he cannot bear to see her like this. Not that she is old, 
but that he has left her alone in this condition. The sight of her forces him to imagine the hours 
she spent preparing herself to go out into the garden that morning, the outfits she wore for three 
consecutive days because it was too painful to undress, hearing at night only the hush of the 
thatched roof accommodating the weight of new snow, waiting somehow for one of her 
neighbors to visit yet knowing they are as tired as she is. He begins to plan a homecoming 
although he cannot decide which home to return to: either he takes his mother from the mountain 
and brings her to the digital assault of Tokyo, or he drags his son and wife to his decaying tooth 
of a home in the echoing mouth of Tōno. 
 He looks at her and begins to ask his mother what she would like to eat. 
 His and the teenage girls’ cell phones erupt in a series of chirps all at once. He pulls his 
phone to find a catfish staring back at him: the Yurekuru app, the earthquake app. The catfish 
tells him that the earthquake is predicted to be 9.0. The catfish on the screen, meant to represent 
the Earthquake Catfish, the god who thrashes beneath the earth and causes seismic waves, 
watches Hiro with its joyous, vacant eyes.  
 Thirteen seconds later the quake begins. Dust vibrates on the shelves and tables and 
cloaks the room. Porcelain shatters and tendons crack. The earth is opening its jaws. Screaming 
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like nothing he has heard before: instinctual, animalistic. No one can move their legs. Hiro 
cannot hear his own heartbeat. A moan from above and beneath and around them means that the 
concrete skeleton that holds the building together is fracturing. A pillar in the center of the room 
cracks in half as one of the girls holds her stomach and heaves, her damp forehead pressed 
against the concrete. Another girl is muttering “no no no” under the table but otherwise everyone 
says nothing. The windows shatter pretty much instantly. The cars with tires that are not 
punctured move meters away from where they once stood. Hiro crawls over to his mother 
beneath the table and holds her around the waist and all he can think is, she is so thin, and, 
absurdly, where is the rest of her? Something that looks like blood is sprayed across one wall yet 
no one is bleeding. A thin trail of urine leaks from behind the counter. Hiro is aware for the first 
time in his life that he is merely a collection of organs, each of which could cause his 
death.  Lungs fill with asbestos and smoke. Time erodes, is irrelevant. 
 After the catfish passes underneath them they are able to sit up and see the entrance has 
collapsed and has now become a jagged slope of rubble leading to a hole in the fallen ceiling. 
Hiro begins to stand but his legs feel immersed in an electrical current. His mother cannot even 
sit; her face is soaked in a puddle of water and grease. The girl with the surgical mask holds her 
leg, crisscrossed with bruises caused by an overturned table; the other two check their phone’s 
signal strength.  
 “Nozomu’s at school,” one of the girls says, flatly. “Him or Taichi.”  
 “What if we….” the other says, and trails off. She stands and begins to climb the rubble. 
 Hiro attempts to stand again and ascends the mountain of rubble to observe the wreckage 
of Kamaishi. A curtain of dust hangs in the sky, obscuring the sun. A large green crane looms in 
the distance like an impassive deity. He cannot see this mosaic of splintered wooden beams and 
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crunched cars and electrical fires as it is, as something real, so he says to himself: this is like a 
video game.  
 Standing on the remains of the roof Hiro turns to the cliff behind him and sees crowds of 
people with cameras and phones recording the damage, their free hands over their mouths. He 
wants to yell at them: anyone, please, this is not a glass jar, come and help us, but then he sees 
the cameras rising to record something behind him and he follows their mechanical gaze to find 
waves crash over the walls and carry cars and businesses and houses and temples because the 
water does not care about weight or history. 
  
 Before Wakahisa Hiro drowns in the frigid Pacific he sees the following objects carried 
into the restaurant by the tsunami, yawning out of the murk: a Hello Kitty lunchbox, a yacht 
gliding on the ocean surface above, cigarettes spilling out of their package, a bicycle wheel, a 
child’s backpack, fishing nets, Styrofoam, bamboo, torn tatami, ramune soda, a flickering 
streetlight, a household god. 
 In the center of the flooded building Hiro sees his mother and the bruised schoolgirl 
holding each other, swiveling on their own private axis, and this stabs him with an unnameable 
sadness. 
 A fish with a gouged eye floats up to him and pauses and then is carried out by the tide. 
 The final dregs of oxygen in his lungs burn like fire. His remaining neurons dissipate like 
the spores of a dandelion, blown away with a child’s wish. In his final chokes of consciousness 
Hiro recites a word over and over again. A name. A hymn, a mantra. 
 Sachiko. Sachiko. Sachiko. Sachiko. Sachiko. 
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THE KITCHEN WALLS are plastered in dirty tiles and the floor is littered with cleaning 
supplies.  A miniature fridge with a raspy hinge, a mountain of coffee cups in the sink. The only 
source of light in the teacher’s lounge spills through a grime-smeared window. Soon, the sound 
of an child screaming. The camera pulls back to reveal half of the filmmaker’s face.  
 “It’s an earthquake,” she says simply; she is black-haired and American. A shot of 
shelves filled with quivering teacups. She presses her hand against one of the cabinets to keep its 
contents from falling out.  
 The camera tilts for four seconds as she exits the kitchen and peers out into the hallway: 
the floor and ceiling and her hand gripping the doorframe are tilted on a horizontal axis. After it 
rights itself the camera pans to a bulletin board across the hall. Childlike cutouts of Doraemon, 
Pikachu, Hamtaro. Dozens of students yell inside their classrooms although none are visible.  
 “Fuckin’ A,” she says. The camera whips back and forth across the hallway. 
 “I’m so scared right now. This is the scariest thing of my life.” 
 A shot of a folded chair shaking, the sound of aluminum crashing to the ground. 
Something shatters: shards of a porcelain tray scatter across the floor. The American teacher 
starts to cry, begins to sing something between ragged breaths. 
 I click stop. I rewind. I rewatch. 
A smeared window. A child, screaming. 
 
Twenty-seven, twenty-six, twenty-five. A countdown to the quake on the television 
screen. Eastern Japan is engulfed in a pixelated red. 
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The plants in the dorm room sway as though underwater. A halo of light flickers above a 
teddy bear. Outside a web of telephone wires waver in unison, obeying the same metronome.  
Thirteen, twelve, eleven. An urgent stream of commands pour from a speaker. I attempt 
to translate but soon give up. I understand the urgency: stay away from the windows, get out, go, 
this is happening. 
Four, three, two. A steel lattice of shelves falls and bisects the room. The voice from the 
speaker cuts out and is replaced by a babble of whines and white noise, like an incoming signal 
from another world.  
 
Only nineteen seconds of a cell phone recording the bricks in a city street. The initial 
tremors are constrained within a cell phone’s narrow vertical frame. A neat row of bricks begin 
to rise and dislodge from the rest of the street, like vertebrae pushing through taut skin.  
 
Amateur filmmakers have recorded and uploaded hundreds of these 3/11 videos onto the 
Internet, evidence of their status as survivors. 
 
All of the homemade footage begins after the quake. There is no news report or family 
video or recording of any kind that begins before 2:46 PM, nothing that would show the shift 
between geologic calm and the onset of a 9.0 on the Richter scale. There is none of what Don 
DeLillo identifies as the primary allure of most amateur videos, the “chance quality of the 
encounter.” Which means that as the disaster began the first reaction for each of these amateur 
filmmakers was to remove their cameras and record the damage, to watch and rewatch their 
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towns reduced to concrete skeletons. To later upload this footage, to allow others to participate. 
 
A dim shot of a flickering scoreboard on the television. The camera is in a dark room but 
soon moves outside into an alley in Tokyo. Whorls of people wearing aprons and business suits 
and jogging outfits meander outside. A young woman in maid cosplay attempts to walk across 
the street but stops before a car can hit her. A medical official sprints down the street in the 
opposite direction. 
The camera pans upward to see two birds fly above the city, away from the city. 
People pull out their cell phones and begin recording the tops of the building around them, 
an action that first seems illogical: it is an earthquake, it is the ground shaking beneath them. It 
soon becomes apparent that the people are watching to see if the buildings will fall. 
 
Consider the physicality of the thing. A camera not as a mechanical eye but as a buffer 
between filmmaker and subject. A layer instead of a lens. A child is told not to stare into the sun 
and so she stares through the gaps between her crisscrossed fingers. 
 
 A common sentiment in disaster narratives written by survivors: It was like a movie. It 
was like something out of a dream. It didn’t seem real. 
In the video an older audience sits in a theater, leafing through handbills. A play is about 
to begin. Superimposed text in the corner of my screen reads “Local News.” When the quake 
begins the people look at the exits on either side of the building, as though someone is about to 
walk through those doors. Some stand. Others continue to stare at the stage. 
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There is a reason why documentation is otherwise known as “capturing” the moment. 
Victims seem to want to restrain the tangles of trauma into something merely aesthetic, safe in its 
unreality. A desire to distill the horrific actuality of memory. Art as a means of escape. An 
anecdote from The Tales from Uji describes a painter in medieval times whose house caught fire, 
his wife and children trapped inside. Standing on the other side of the street, his brain broken 
from the trauma, he began to nod and laugh. His neighbors, incredulous, asked how he could 
react in such a way. He replied: “For years I’ve not been able to paint a good halo of fire in my 
pictures. Now that I’ve seen this, I’ve learned what a fire really looks like. That’s a real stroke of 
luck.” 
I wipe dust off my keyboard and watch the audience flee the aisles. The first colossal 
shake causes the seats to sway, fall backwards. A man and a woman climb over chairs, other 
people. Their screams are high-pitched in unison. Swelling, rising.  
 
The sound of the earthquake: distorted, blown-out bass.  
 
The water does not pour or gush so much as slither inland. I see this in the video. The 
camera is positioned above the water, a concrete balcony wrapping around the lower half of the 
frame. It is still snowing: midway through the film a snowflake falls onto the lens and dissolves 
there. The water wraps itself around cars in a nearby parking lot until it gains enough volume to 
carry them. I can hear the wind, the way it muffles other noise. 
At times the camera will pan to the left and observe chemical fires billowing out of 
smokestacks in the distance but the man behind the camera seems interested mostly in the flow 
of the current. A title beneath the video says that the footage is from a “purification center” in 
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Tagajo. The oncoming water increases in force as the film ends, sparing only the canopies of 
trees. 
Two men behind the camera converse in clipped phrases. There is the thin voice of a 
woman but she seems to be talking to someone else. The men keep repeating the words “sugoi 
ne”: incredible, isn’t it. 
 
A mannequin in a department store falls over. The glass railings of the escalator shatter in 
an instant; the collective noise sounds like artillery. Mirrors fracture along the walls. Women 
scream things unintelligible in Japanese or any other language.  
 
A teenage narrator shouts “YABAI YABAI YABAI YABAI” behind the camera, slang 
which carries multiple meanings: dangerous, risky; awesome, amazing. An awe and fear of death 
as a spectacle. 
 
Voices behind cameras create an illusion of being and nonbeing. I hear and are aware that 
the voice is within the video yet I cannot see the source. The audio is almost muted and also all-
encompassing; it fills the screen. I have heard these voices: the sound of a father asking an infant 
to smile and wave, a mother yelling at the coach during a soccer game, friends laughing at a 
drunken couple at the bar. These voices and their ambiguous origins evoke disaster analyst 
Dennis Shanahan’s assessment of plane crash victims’ testimonies: “I was both there and not 
there. I unbuckled my seatbelt but also watched myself unbuckle my seatbelt.” It is both diegetic 
and nondiegetic, within the frame and without. Like a conscience, almost.  
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After consecutive hours of watching this disaster footage the voices of the survivors 
behind the camera begin to sound like voices inside of me. 
 
I am in a restaurant with another American woman, who holds her four year-old child in 
her lap.  
“What’s that,” he asks, his chin on her shoulder. 
“It’s an earthquake,” the same way a mother would say: That’s an iguana, or, That’s our 
new car. She turns to someone offscreen and nods, telling the unseen person that her child is fine. 
At the earthquake’s peak the camera flies around the restaurant. After the first massive 
shake it darts beneath the table and lurches back and forth, swiveling and blurring the images. I 
turn away from the video and stare at the flat earth from my bedroom window. The camera is 
like a manic dog hiding from thunder. It induces nausea. 
 
There is a similar violent shake in all of these videos, a panic that not only betrays the 
amateur status of the filmmaker but also implies the energy of the earth under them. The shaking 
whiplash of the frame, the erratic unfocused zoom of a camera recording disaster in real time, the 
occasional fixation on irrelevant details (weeds torn from the soil, a woman checking her 
iPhone): effects that tell us that what we are watching is real. Which is why we cannot stop 
watching. 
 Think of the financial success and popularity of the “found footage” genre in 
contemporary horror, wherein a group of young filmmakers happen to document the demon that 
will kill them later in the film. Or in modern action, in which choreographed fights are filmed 
with a handheld camera to re-create the manic nauseous gaze of an amateur, a technique used for 
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its emotional effect—to disorient, to insert the passive audience into the action—known 
otherwise as the “quake cam.” 
  
 I prefer the videos filmed from a distance, away from the tragedy of details. They record 
the disaster with a steadier hand.  
 
 On the top of a cliff the camera follows a thick stream of debris and muddy water passing 
below. Houses and supermarkets bob downstream without resistance. The accumulated mass of 
the wreckage unmoors a telephone pole and snaps it in half, its wires streaming around it like a 
crude maypole. A blanket of dust looms above the water. 
 For a minute or so the camera simply pans back and forth to observe the parade of gareki, 
debris.   
Zooming in: a shot of a fishing boat traveling inland far off into the distance. I cannot tell 
if there are people onboard, if they would still be alive. 
There is a chorus of shouts and the camera turns 180°. A firefighter is telling everyone to 
move to higher ground but the people, all of whom appear to be middle-aged or older, cannot 
stop watching. The camera pans to parallel rows of houses rising up the hill as the filmmaker 
walks away from the tsunami and captures men and women still staring at the disaster. 
The camera is watching the watching. On my computer I am watching the watching of 
watching. 
A thumb presses against the lens and then the video cuts to black. 
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 After hours and hours of this I feel nothing. I identify tropes, I analyze instead of 
empathize. I take the same approach my father gave me when I saw my first cadaver: “Think of 
it not as a person. Focus on the details. The muscles in the hand, the teeth. Try to disassociate. 
It’s just anatomy.” In the disaster human remains are labeled the same as rubble and soaked 
furniture and eroded photographs, as inanimate gareki.  
 After my twenty-fourth consecutive video the panic and fear I feel is only numb 
observation. There is no tsunami and its swallowed debris but instead water, trees, houses, cars, 
boats, schools. A series of nouns that never accumulate. 
 As Susan Sontag says, in her analysis of war photography: “in a world saturated, no, 
hyper-saturated with images, those that should matter have a diminishing effect: we become 
callous. In the end, such images just make us a little less able to feel, to have our conscience 
pricked.” 
 
 The end of a dance recital. Four women writhe and stomp to the fluttering heartbeat of a 
taiko drum. A pale screen behind the troupe quavers like a ghostly visitation from the 
preliminary temblors of the quake.  
 The women fall onto the ground as the music ends, limbs splayed in an imitation of death. 
No applause, only mutters and a chorus of offscreen screams.  
 As the seismic shakes crescendo the troupe rises from their fake death, no longer able to 
assume their role as corpses. No longer able to deny the disaster. One woman stands in the center 
of the frame, shoulders heaving, eyes on the ceiling as she gulps the air like someone nearly 
drowned. 
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 One by one the musicians and dancers exit the frame but the camera is still there, unable 
to turn away, observing the ghostly screen shiver and shudder. 
 
 We are not the camera. We may see the same disaster through the same lens as these 
victims but memory is more powerful than artifact. At the end of the day we may watch hours 
and hours of this footage but the quickest way to calm our fears is to stop the video or close our 
computer and just forget. It is just film, after all. Voyeurism has its privileges. 
 
 A home office. A computer falls backwards onto the curtains but does not break. The 
filmmaker walks down the stairs and into the dining room to find his daughter hiding underneath 
the table. 
 “You okay, you okay?” he asks her. She is wearing a surgical mask. 
 “Daijoubu!” she says: I’m okay! 
 As the shaking begins to settle the camera travels throughout the house. A pile of broken 
plates and cereal boxes are on the kitchen floor. The medical cabinet blocks the entrance to the 
bathroom. His daughter walks past him holding the family dog in her arms. 
 After I see this video for the third time I open a new window on my laptop and click 
through party photos on Facebook. The audio from the video is still in my ears. I am done 
watching but the video still plays. 
I know what will happen next. “Ah, what a mess,” the father will say. He will walk up 
and down the stairs. He will return to the kitchen and begin to pick up the plates and everything 
else that has fallen. 
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        MEMORY DRESS 
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I. “I don’t remember seeing her again until, well, everyone else did.” 
 
EVER SINCE CIVILIZATION WAS IN ITS INFANCY mankind has always attempted to 
attach meaning to the unknown. Ancient polytheism provided us reasons for weather and gender, 
and, most importantly, explained—and gave an escape from—the inevitability of death. 
Although science has rendered most of these old gods obsolete, there exist historical events 
which still elude definitive answers, unexplained mysteries such as the Yonaguni monument and 
the lost colony of Roanoke. At the turn of the third millennium, the advent and exponential 
blooming of the Internet have imbued new zeal into the dissection and interpretation of these 
events: with technology at its current peak, users are able to expose the influence of Photoshop 
on Sasquatch sightings and remove the grain from the Zapruder film. However, as Francis 
Webber-Hale has observed, “the amount of theories thrown around in the deep recesses of the 
Web seem to be in inverse proportion to the actual solutions to these mysteries….It’s as though 
truly answering them would ruin the effect.”1 
The narrative surrounding the woman known throughout Japan as the Memory Dress2 
differs from these other unexplained phenomena due to the source of its epistemological 
uncertainty; i.e., in the case of her origin story, the lingering question is not who or how, but 
instead, why? The Shroud of Turin may or may not be stained with the silhouette of Christ, and 
some still believe the meteoric explosion above Tunguska was extraterrestrial in nature—yet we 
know Memory Dress’s real name, and even the exact moment in which she began to construct a 
gown made of damaged photos. It was documented for us.   
                                                          
1
 Black Dahlias in the Digital Age (University of Wisconsin Press, 2007), 27.  
2
 Written in Japanese as 物覚えドレス, employing a mix of the alphabets used for both native and foreign loan 
words. In her article “The Etymology of Ashes,” Nihon Digest, 10/7/2011, Laura Gooding claims that “[t]his 
linguistic hybrid…must indicate that Fukushima, and its Memory Dress, should be seen as tragedies on an 
international level.” 
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The man who first found and recorded the woman (heretofore referred to as Memory 
Dress) was 58 year-old Masao Yoshizawa, a TEPCO employee and member of the ragtag group 
of hundreds of workers who stayed behind to clean the Fukushima Daiichi reactors in the 
immediate aftermath of the disaster, their numbers reduced by the media to the “Fukushima 
Fifty.” In an interview with the NHK, Yoshizawa details the context surrounding the photo: 
We were—it was two or three weeks after the day, and we had been spraying the reactors 
with water….When I saw her it was morning. That day I had been asked to photograph and 
measure radiation in Futaba [a nearby town] for insurance reasons, that’s what I was told. So I 
would take photos of, for example, cars in the department stores, even a child’s backpack in the 
middle of the street. I was walking along the coastline when I saw her, standing like—well, you 
know how she looked. There were two thoughts in my head: the smaller was, she’s not wearing [a 
hazmat suit], get her, it’s dangerous here, take her to safety. But the other thought was simply, she 
looks just like my daughter. The same hair….I’m sorry, my head hurts so much these days. But for 
some reason all I could do was take the photo. Then I started thinking again, so I ran to her and put 
a blanket over her and had her driven to a nearby shelter. And that was it. I don’t remember seeing 
her again until, well, everyone else did.3 
 
To date no other photo or account4 from the span of time in which she gathered the 
materials necessary for her transformation, a period commonly known as her “Fukushima days,” 
has been deemed “authentic” by most of the public. To be sure, debate over the photograph’s 
legitimacy still rages in certain paranoid sections of the Internet, most of which hovers around 
the ostensibly “doctored” nature of the birthmark on her right ankle; yet time, and the eventual 
leak of her autopsy reports, have quelled this skepticism to an irrational whisper. 
Yoshizawa’s photograph—otherwise known as “the Futaba Photo” or “Before the 
Dress”—is remarkable only as a historical record; it is clear when judged on its technical merits 
that the TEPCO employee was at the time a photographic dilettante. His positioning of the 
woman on the far right-hand side of the frame and the exact 50/50 split between the ocean and 
                                                          
3
 Takuma Shibayanagi, “One of Fukushima Fifty Exposes Truth Behind ‘Futaba Photo,’” NHK, broadcast on April 
13th, 2011.  
4
 Most notable among these “false testimonies” was Cyndi Lauper’s, who claimed in an interview with Rolling Stone 
(August 18th, 2011) that she spotted a “woman in a strange get-up” during her tour of the Tohoku region in March of 
2011. Subsequent evidence that the outfit was not fully-formed until the beginning of April—and that Memory 
Dress was spotted in an area fifty kilometers away on the same date as Ms. Lauper’s alleged sighting—have 
rendered the pop star’s account as misleading.  
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sky betray the vertical and horizontal axes’ rule of thirds, respectively. In the frame we see 
Memory Dress standing on the edge of a coastal cliff, her legs akimbo in order to balance herself 
on the eroded rocks. She is dressed in a tattered purple sweatshirt, multiple tears visible in the 
left shoulder and parallel to the spine; black athletic shorts, otherwise nondescript; and no shoes, 
revealing soles red with cold and the ankle’s aforementioned birthmark.  Her head is tilted 
towards the right at such an angle that her profile should be visible, but the southward wind 
causes her sprawling hair to obscure her face. The heel of her left hand is pressed against her 
temple; the right holds an object, clearly a recipient of close scrutiny, aloft and level with her 
head. While later events have all but confirmed the object’s identity as one of Memory Dress’s 
recovered photographs, its actual nature is distorted due to Yoshizawa’s final mistake as an 
amateur; namely, overexposure.5  
The camera’s angle, compounded with Masao’s use of a low shutter speed, causes the sun 
to be reflected from Memory Dress’s held photo onto the lens of his camera, creating a 
substantial lens flare in the Futaba Photo. The flare is bright enough that it has inspired scholar 
Charles Gustafson to liken its damage to “chemical spillage, or large doses of radiation; which, 
like a fledgling caterpillar, have eaten away large sections of the physical film…this damaged 
‘Futaba Photo’ is evocative of the eroded photographs found in 3/11’s wreckage, in that these 
images record not only what was lost in the disaster (families, animals, homes) but also expose 
the manner in which they were lost (water, earth, radiation).”6 
                                                          
5
 The Futaba Photo’s overexposure has been likened to work by contemporary artists such as Arai Takashi, whose 
contribution to the Roppongi Crossing 2013 exhibition consisted of a series of daguerrotypes taken of historical 
irradiated objects such as the Hibaku Piano from Hiroshima as well as images of Fukushima. The harsh light in the 
center of the room causes the subjects of the daguerrotypes to gradually fade away throughout the course of the 
exhibition.  
6
 “Through a Glass, Brightly: Photographic Representations of Fukushima Trauma,” The Journal of Asian Studies 
70, no. 4 (2011): 959-997. 
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The Futaba Photo enjoyed a brief moment in the years after 2011 as an image whose 
ubiquity in Japan was on par with the international omnipresence of the Mona Lisa. Memory 
Dress appeared on the front pages of the Yomiuri Shimbun, on cover spreads inside Time and 
Vogue Japan, lithographed onto Comme des Garçons T-shirts, laminated and stuck in the spokes 
of bikes, sold as refrigerator magnets and coffee mugs, flickering on the giant LCD screens 
outside of Shibuya Crossing, worn in the lockets of members of AKB48, used as Facebook cover 
photos and stuck to college walls, crudely drawn in graffiti on metro walls, and projected in the 
backgrounds of initial reports—and later, her funeral—broadcast by the NHK, BBC, and Al-
Jazeera. 
 
II. The Godzilla Effect 
Like the dendrochronologic method of using rings to measure the age of a tree, the 
gown’s physical growth (i.e., an increase in its radius) serves as a signifier of both the 
progression in Memory Dress’s pilgrimage and of her burgeoning status as a national icon. 
Scholars have commonly employed a taxonomy which splits the dress into three layers—namely 
Recovered, Relevant, and Irrelevant—thus categorized by the content of the photographs and 
miscellaneous material attached. The geometric area of each layer exponentially increases as one 
move outwards by category; in her final days, when her gown engulfed entire streets, Memory 
Dress was no longer able to see or feel the photos stapled and glued on the outer rim of her dress 
by her adoring fans.   
The Recovered Period consists of April 3rd-9th of 2011, when Memory Dress traveled by 
foot 28.8 km between Tomioka and Hirono; its onset is marked by the sighting of her completed 
dress outside of a post office. Natsumi Kubo, a volunteer nurse at the municipal hospital, was 
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recording a voicemail for her boyfriend on her walk to work before her encounter with a “woman 
in an odd dress.” An excerpt of the downloaded voicemail reads as follows: 
Kubo: …and if you could make sure to let the dogs in beforehand, then that 
would be—wait, just a second….What? Sorry, say it again? 
M.D.: Where can I find some bonds? [Sound of rustling, presumably photos.] 
For these? 
Kubo: There’s a…[muffled]. Do you mean glue?7 
M.D.: Staples, glue, something.  
Kubo: Yeah, right…right there…. 
M.D.: Thank you, thank you. Okay.  
[Pause. Sound of receding footsteps.] 
Kubo (shouting): Where did you get those? 
M.D.: [No response.]8 
 
 The publication of this voicemail did not occur until the Relevant Period in mid-April, at 
which time linguists subsequently dissected the transcript for phonological confirmations of 
identity and personality. Prominent sociocultural linguist Saara Nikoolkan emphasized Memory 
Dress’s unorthodox use of the word “bonds” (kizuna) within the conversation, which connotes “a 
spiritual, rather than tangible, connection.” Nikoolkan went on to state that this semantic 
difference “reveals a self-awareness (or, it should be said, self-delusion) of her Messiah-like 
image….With [kizuna], she means to say that she is literally collecting these people’s souls up 
from the ocean.”9 Memory Dress’ choice of kizuna has also been cited by multiple sources as a 
primary influence in its selection as the Kanji of the Year by the Japanese Kanji Proficiency 
Society. 
Amateur photographs taken of Memory Dress in the Recovered Period reveal the initial 
length and contours of her dress, as well as the original eroded photographs she discovered along 
the coasts of Fukushima. The Memory Dress in its first form consisted of a mosaic of 
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 Qtd. in Saara Nikoolkan’s “The Bonds that Bind: Semantic Disparity and Self-Delusion in the Kubo Audio,” 
Japan Focus, 4/27/2011.  
9
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photographs recovered from the wreckage and bound together by various adhesive paraphernalia, 
including Kubo’s aforementioned staples and glue. The hem is erratic and knee-length, the 
neckline is décolleté, the silhouette roomy particularly around the hips.10 Only five recovered 
photographs exist from the original outfit: Schoolchild, Man and Daughter, Twins, Headless 
Kimono, Woman in Red Sweater, Grandmother and Window. In 2012 these and other photos 
posthumously taken from the dress traveled the globe under the exhibition “Half-Lives: 
Remnants of the Memory Dress,” eventually taking up permanent residence behind an anti-
radiation glass case in the Tokyo Museum of Modern Art. 
Ueno Hamada, a mother of three and rare Catholic in Japan, was the first donor in the 
Relevant Period. On the dawn of April 10th, she rode on the train to the metro hub in Hirono, 
carrying a sheaf of posters which promised a financial reward for any information regarding her 
daughter, Naoko.11 Her daughter had traveled to a swim meet in Kesennuma on March 11th, and 
while most of her teammates had been found in critical condition underneath collapsed bleachers, 
she was still declared missing. It was on this ride that Ueno sat across Memory Dress: “I 
recognized her from the Internet, a small piece on Yahoo! I think. And I thought, maybe if 
people will still write about her, maybe she could tell them about Naoko.” Yet before she could 
ask, Memory Dress extended her hand towards the posters and stapler in Ueno’s lap, “like an 
usher accepting the offertory at Mass,” and attached the poster to the hem of her skirt. Four days 
later, Kesennuma police contacted Ueno and asked her if she could come up to identify a body 
they presumed to be Naoko’s. 
The first thing Ueno noticed as they unzipped the body bag was the cracked, dark blue 
nail polish on Naoko’s hands. “I always told her she was way too young for make-up, that all 
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 Her feet were still bare. 
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 This and the following details regarding Ueno Hamada can be found in the nonfiction anthology April Was Filled 
with Light: Witnesses of the Memory Dress, ed. Richard Houle (New York: Vintage Books, 2012), 47-56.  
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that would do was attract all kinds of sin…but, you know, in that moment, I whispered to her, I 
said ‘don’t worry, you’re not in trouble.’ I was…relieved, in a sense, because I knew. Because 
Memory Dress and our Lord God found her for me.” 
In the days after, buoyed by Ueno’s account and the ever-increasing publicity of the 
Memory Dress phenomenon, men and women in the surrounding districts began a pilgrimage to 
find their mobile goddess, who herself traveled 121 miles by foot and train to Omitama between 
April 10th and the 16th. The exchange between forlorn family members and Memory Dress has 
been described as “highly ritualistic in nature”: after a photo was attached to the widening hem, 
the photographic donor would present a small candy or cup of water to Memory Dress, who 
would promptly consume the offering and then reciprocate the donor’s inevitable series of deep 
bows.12 The dress thus grew until, as the front-page photo of the March 17th issue of the Ibaraki 
Shimbun revealed, its diameter was approx. 12 meters, as wide as a city street. 
It was the Relevant Period’s emphasis on photographs of the dead and missing that soon 
allowed the identity of Memory Dress to be unearthed. Hypotheses had been presented before, of 
course; notable among these was the folkloric belief that the Memory Dress was a species of 
yūrei, bound to purgatory due to her violent end—others instead suggested the specified ubume, 
whose sole role on the mortal plane was to recover and care for the children she left behind.13 
Another, less metaphysical conjecture came from haute couture designer MIYANABE, who 
claimed that Memory Dress was “a tactless attempt at guerilla marketing” from rival house 
Iwashiro Risako.14 
Yet the truth, as tends to be the case, is far less melodramatic. On the 14th the Nikkan 
Supotsu released a front-page article entitled “Memory Dress’ Identity REVEALED!” A former 
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 Frances Irving, “Man-Made Mary: Deification through Societal Custom,” Signs 38, no. 1 (2012): 27-38. 
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 Ibid. 
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 “OH NO! Designer MIYANABE Calls Risako ‘Tactless’ Over Japan’s Latest Phenom,” FOoM, April 2011, 35. 
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co-worker from Moriai Elementary identified the woman as 27 year-old Hosokawa Yumiko, a 
2nd-grade schoolteacher and part-time judo coach who, at the time of the disaster, “told us to 
follow her into a nearby home, [saying] ‘We can hide in the attic.’” Instead the co-worker and 
their students fled for the nearby hills, which were soon inundated by the incoming waves. Over 
twenty children were swept into the ocean. “I never saw her again,” the surviving co-worker told 
the newspaper. “I thought she must be dead, or either still there, hiding in that attic.”15 Initial 
reactions to this revelation were surprisingly muted, no doubt dwarfed by the burgeoning 
popularity of her alter ego. As cultural critic Murakami Akira famously declared, “She’s not her 
own person anymore.”16 
Memory Dress’s apotheosis in the Irrelevant Period (April 17th-23rd) is largely due to her 
embrace by Japanese youth culture, which seized upon her media presence as she walked 47.1 
km from Omitama to Tsukubamirai. According to cultural anthropologist Rachel Sequiera, 
“students would…attach to the dress photos of themselves (colloquially known as “selfies”), 
handouts for school festivals or concerts or what-have-you, phone numbers with open invitations 
for sexual intercourse…all-knowing that cameras from national and international media were 
trained on the Woman, and that their image might in fact be broadcast to the world.” A common 
fashion statement amongst youth at the time was a Polaroid camera dangling at the waist, and a 
series of instant photos taken throughout the day pinned to the front pocket of the shirt. 
Teenagers also uploaded images of Memory Dress on social media sites such as Facebook, 
claiming that “each time you share this photo, ¥100 will be sent to the survivors!! LET’S DO 
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 Although most of the businesses and homes in the area surrounding Memory Dress’s property have been rebuilt, 
her home still remains in its demolished state. In 2012, the government mandated the construction of a glass case 
around the home, to both quarantine and preserve the intact household items inside. Through the glass tourists have 
observed: a wrinkled skirt draped over a fallen ironing board, an imported copy of Love, Actually, a child’s 
watercolor painting of a rainbow, ungraded spelling tests on the living room carpet, a refrigerator magnet that 
declares her as the BEST TEACHER OF 2009, shattered mirrors, shattered windows, a shattered bottle of plum 
wine in the bathtub. 
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IT!!!” Sequiera concluded her analysis by stating that she observed a young man take a Polaroid 
“selfie” with Memory Dress in the background, promptly tape the photo onto the dress’s hem, 
and then lift the train to allow the previously taped photo to become the background of the 
current photo, which would be taken and then attached—the process was repeated five or six 
times, Sequiera declared, enough to produce “a meaningless, makeshift mise en abyme.”17  
This seemingly self-serving publicity indirectly caused a resurgence in altruism, however. 
The Red Cross reported a 64% rise in donations in the month of April, defeated only by It’s Not 
Just Mud (INJM’s) 72%.18 Her survivor status has also been correlated by prominent sociologists 
with a statistically significant dip in the otherwise inflated Japanese suicide rate for the month of 
April. The Futaba Photo was found slipped between the pages of Wataru Tsurumi’s best-selling 
The Complete Manual of Suicide, as well as tacked on trees in the Aokigahara “suicide forest,” 
adjacent to notes from police telling visitors that “[y]our life is a precious gift from your parents. 
Don't keep your worries to yourself—please seek counselling.”19 Indeed, primary accounts have 
explicitly mentioned Memory Dress as a preventative measure against self-termination. Kyung 
Rae Lee was a Korean junior high student in Chiba and victim of schoolyard bullying (ijime) in 
the weeks after the disaster; his tormentors went so far as to force him to ingest the carcasses of 
bees and manually remove the heart from a pigeon before allowing him to return home. In the 
early morning of April 15th, Lee told the Asahi Shimbun that he opened the window of the 
apartment he shared with his mother and sat on the windowsill, “wondering if eight floors high 
would be enough.” Posed on the liminal edge between existence and non-, Lee was arrested by 
the morning’s reflection of light in the skyscraper opposite his complex. “It reminded me of her 
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on the TV, all those photos reflecting all that light, like she was a disco ball….It told me that if 
she could do it, if she could still live, then so could I.”20 
 In this Irrelevant Period—in the days before her death—Memory Dress had achieved 
what Susan Cameron labeled “the Godzilla effect”: she was both a reminder of national trauma 
and yet a source of national pride. 21  Mathematicians have estimated through photographic 
evidence that at its peak the dress had a width of 24.3 meters and a train of .78 kilometers, which 
totaled roughly 31,093 standard 10 x 15 cm. photographs. The metaphoric resonance of this 
image was not lost on poet Namba Ren, who in a series of tweets described “the woman from 
Good Fortune Island/whose dress dances through gutters/and shimmers like waves….”22  
 
III. “WE DID NOT ASK FOR YOU TO COME.” 
Memory Dress’s fall from her leading role as synecdoche of Japan to its repressed 
pariah—in which her prior fans plucked away the petals from her filmy flower, leaving her 
littered and withered in her death—began with an innocuous appeal from a chemist at The 
University of Tokyo. In a post to her online blog, graduate student Kinoshita Mayumi expressed 
concern vis-à-vis Memory Dress’s radiation intake, calculating that her prolonged exposure in 
Futaba compounded with her perpetuated donning of the irradiated photographs put her 
estimated level of irradiation at 330±20mSV, enough to cause substantial hair loss and internal 
hemorrhaging within a month, and death within two. Even with prompt and proper treatment, 
stochastic damage made cancer all but a certainty in her next thirty years. “But here all we do is 
expose her to more light, tape our ¥5 coins on her dress, weigh her down even more. She needs 
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hospitalization, not more eyes on her. Otherwise, we’ll just let her die, and for what? A news 
cycle? To prove a point?”23 
Kinoshita’s analysis, however, did not diagnose the selfish, utilitarian heart beating 
within the wireless frame of the hive mind. The scientist’s pleas for Memory Dress’s quarantine 
were interpreted by the collective as a demand for her exile; no less than twenty-four hours after 
her original post, commenters on Asian news site RocketNews24 petitioned those in her area to 
“strip her bare,” flimsily justifying the act as an attempt to reduce her fame before her ostracism. 
Others expressed militant disgust, labelling her irradiated migration to the crowded cities of 
Japan as a slow-motion suicide bombing. Those with shreds of sympathy cited radiation-induced 
insanity, hypothesizing that she was unaware of her actions and that, “like a rabid dog dragging 
through the street,” a forceful end to her migration would thus be an act of mercy.24  
These suggestions of violence festered into an all-encompassing misogyny, a result of the 
predominately masculine realms of the Internet and their attempt to transform Memory Dress 
through her gender into the Hegelian Other, an unheimlich object upon whom the populace 
projects its repressed anxieties. Lewd manga of adolescent domination fantasies strove to 
aesthetically oppress the migrating woman; the most notable of this amateur art was known as 
Hibakusha Bitch, its title scrawled across the lower right-hand corner of the piece. Although 
retroactive searches have revealed that the sketch was passed around online otaku forums as 
early as April 21st, the image reached international attention four days later when u/hikiko_rori 
posted the sketch on Reddit under the headline “Is this who I think it is?”25  
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The details in this charcoal composition were sparse, with large sections of negative 
space bordering the central female nude. She is crouched with legs and feet flush to the ground, 
her buttocks touching her heels, with her back and neck arched upwards—a sexualized variation 
of the yogic Child’s Pose. Her eyes and mouth are opened in an expression of erotic—arguably 
pornographic—ecstasy. The detail of the contour lines vary according to the region of the 
woman’s body, a technique similarly employed in Käthe Kollwitz’s wartime portraits: the torso 
and extremities are indicated in loose, non-specific “scribbles,” while particular attention to 
detail is given to the face and breasts and buttocks.26 The only other figure in the composition is 
a disembodied cooling tower, highly similar to those damaged in the Fukushima Daiichi disaster. 
The anthropomorphic cooling tower juts from the upper left-hand corner of the frame and is 
angled towards the woman; its size and shape in conjunction with its positioning suggest that the 
cooling tower should be read as phallic in nature. A speech bubble from an unseen source hovers 
in the top-right section of the frame, crudely declaring that “She seems to enjoy it!” It is 
unknown if a character speaks this legend from outside the frame, or if it is commentary from the 
artist himself.  
Two responsive threads emerged in the aftermath of the post: those who clamored for its 
immediate removal, and those who sought the identity of its artist. Early reviews likened the 
piece to Makoto Aida’s highly controversial Human Dog series, yet subsequent aesthetic 
analysis and handwriting samples have discredited his authorship. Another unfounded theory 
posited that the CEO of the Tokyo Electric Power Company, Masataka Shimizu, composed the 
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picture during his ostensible “sick leave.” Although mass amounts of digital detectives enhanced 
the image for even a trace of a fingerprint smudge, and searched the backchannels of the Deep 
Web for the original post, the anonymity of the artist appears to be preserved for the foreseeable 
future.  
The collective fear of irradiation which Hibakusha Bitch elucidated online soon bubbled 
to the forefront of the Japanese national conscience. Despite efforts to quell the nuclear 
obsessions of the mob, the fanfare and edible offerings which had greeted Memory Dress in the 
hearts of towns had been reduced to anxious peering behind closed windows. Reporters from 
major networks who had once been unable to wade through the sea of photographs and other 
detritus in order to interview the woman within the dress were now mandated to provide 
coverage in helicopters at least 100 km above ground; aerial photos of Memory Dress at the time 
were likened to a spider caught in its own web. Those who remained in proximity to the woman 
were either protesters demanding government intervention, or street preachers pronouncing her a 
“nomadic reactor” and a harbinger of nuclear winter. Youth and transients could be seen attached 
to the train of the dress; those who did not scavenge for photos or other trinkets slept on top of 
the garment, in an attempt to slow her progression. These adjacent witnesses would later claim 
that the woman appeared haggard, “like she was a hundred years old,” stopping to rest every fifty 
yards or so. Homeless man Anno Ren approached Memory Dress two days before her death and 
offered her homemade soup; “all she did was shake her head and say no, thank you, she couldn’t 
eat anymore. I remember that, ‘anymore.’ Like it was never going to happen again.”27 
Memory Dress was twenty kilometers outside of Misato-shī when the city began its 
bureaucratic process of fortification. Mothers contacted the school board, suggesting and then 
insisting that their children be required to stay at home during the entirety of Memory Dress’s 
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visitation.28 The school board, concerned with the budgetary setbacks of widespread cancellation, 
then discussed the feasibility of this proposition with escalating rungs of the local government, 
ending with the Mayor’s tentative proclamation that the city would continue all operations 
behind police barricades stationed at all major roadways, in its own self-imposed quarantine.  
On the morning of April 29th, the day after the Mayor’s pronouncement, Memory Dress 
was declared dead against the curb of Kōbō Street, between an empty tennis court and the 
parking lot of a laundromat. Security footage from a camera at an adjacent intersection captured 
Memory Dress’s slow descent into that “capitol beneath the waves,” the same afterlife where 
Lady Nii traveled to reunite with her drowned progeny. 
 
2237: Shot of concrete barricades and police cruiser at four-way intersection. Approx. three 
officers wander the periphery of the camera’s frame; one sits atop the car, occasionally peering 
through binoculars off-screen.  
2343: Initial contact. Officer with binoculars claims sighting of Memory Dress, confirms visual 
with others. After brief unheard conversation on phone, officer removes megaphone from 
passenger seat of the car. 
2347: Officer begins to order Memory Dress’s immediate cease and desist: “THE MAYOR OF 
MISATO HAS DECIDED THAT YOU ARE FORBIDDEN TO CROSS CITY LINES. PLEASE 
HALT, OR MANEUVER AWAY FROM THE AREA.” A feminine voice from an unknown 
origin calls out: “PLEASE LEAVE, PLEASE. WE DID NOT ASK FOR YOU TO COME. TURN 
BACK BEFORE IT IS TOO LATE.” 
0005: Memory Dress appears in the upper right of the screen, in the opposite lane of the barricade. 
As she approaches the policemen two of the officers quickly retreat off-screen. Only the officer 
with the megaphone walks towards the woman. 
0009: An inaudible conversation occurs between the officer and the woman. Memory Dress places 
her hand on his shoulder before he turns and departs in the cruiser. She begins to sit down but then 
collapses on her back. There is a visible grimace of pain. 
0017: Memory Dress still lays supine on the street. It is unclear whether she is breathing. The 
varying wind causes her dress to undulate at a semi-periodic rate.29  
0231: A solitary red crane lands on the vending machine adjacent to the woman and spreads its 
wings. [A gesture commonly seen in its species as an attempt to dry its feathers in the sun, 
although light is nonexistent at this hour.] It flies away seven minutes later. 
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IV. “…only achieve immortality through their mortality.” 
 The autopsy report listed: petechial hemorrhaging in the eyes, hairline fractures in the 
ribs, torn ligature in the knees and ankles, severe malnourishment, severe dehydration, 
subcutaneous lacerations in the soles of the feet, E. Coli caused by the introduction of fecal 
matter into the open wounds, the onset of keloid scars on the abdomen, a UTI, hepatitis A, 
intestinal tears, “legs covered in dried urine,” a birthmark on the right ankle. The cause of death 
was cardiac exhaustion compounded by irradiation-induced internal bleeding.  
 The release of the humanizing details regarding the physical cause of her death in turn 
provoked an inquiry into her psychological motivations; i.e., how could she hurl herself headlong 
into this slumped lack of dignity? Why did she find such grand design in the detritus of 
abandoned memory? Debate still rages to this day over the questions of intention and mental 
faculties—if she was indeed even aware of her route, was her ostensible pilgrimage to Tokyo 
merely for the maximization of publicity, or for the fulfillment of more sinister motivations? In 
any case, in the weeks following the removal of her corpse and its quiet cremation, WHO 
officials who have tested and performed a census on the populations who came into contact with 
Memory Dress have found only two abnormalities—the accelerated ripening of a batch of 
bananas, and the prevalence of mild lumbar injuries among children who slipped while playing 
on the dress.30 Otherwise the film surrounding her body served as radioactive insulation; the 
harm was only self-inflicted. 
 Given her status as a public spectacle and the recurring theme of mass media that runs 
throughout Memory Dress’s narrative, it is without surprise that common critical opinion 
regarding the gown’s raison d'être is that her inspiration was found from the collective victims 
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of Fukushima; she shredded away her individualism to become a chorus. Harriett Boes cites this 
desire for communion as indicative of Japanese society as a whole, which puts forth the concept 
of a harmonious community as its societal paradigm, rather than the American emphasis on the 
individual; Memory Dress thus not only became a representative of her nation, but a symbol of 
one of the integral facets of its culture.31 Others have instead stressed survivor’s guilt as her 
primary impetus, claiming that she wore images of the dead in a subconscious attempt to link her 
identity with theirs through literal intimacy.32 A recent undergraduate thesis has proposed that 
her original inability to save her students drove her to recover their photographic surrogates, as 
an act of figurative redemption.33 
  The reassessment of the woman’s motives and mentality has also caused academia and 
other elites to repurpose Memory Dress as a representative archetype in their respective fields. 
Notably, feminist academic circles in Japan and abroad have sought to introduce Memory Dress 
to the chain of female martyrs who signify the victims caused by male-perpetuated cultural 
trauma. In her seminal text War Witches, Anne Lynne Wagner identifies the trope in trauma 
narratives of “the death of the innocent feminine as a neat, moral anecdote to the atrocity of, well, 
man-made atrocities. The problem? Women like Anne Frank, Sadako Sasaki, Marie Antoinette, 
Joan of Arc—they’re more than just fucking symbols. They’re people who died in agony, or in 
front of crowds. They’re beautiful individuals who deserved to be known as individuals, and not 
just posthumously. These women could only achieve immortality through their own mortality.”34  
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 Memory Dress’s retroactive placement in the feminist canon has only been diminished by 
her subsequent comparisons to deities of multiple faiths.35 The allusions to Christian archetypes 
found in the testimonies of Ueno Hamada et al. culminated in the assessment by missionary 
Maurice Thurber that Memory Dress was the second coming of Christ, descended to carry an 
enveloping cross made out of photographs and other physical manifestations of our sin. 
Buddhists from the Chūson-ji monastery have claimed she performed a similar descent in her 
role as the bodhisvatta Kannon, who grew eleven heads to better hear the cries of her suffering 
people. And in 2013 a traveling kabuki troupe adapted their tour of Kaguya-hime, in which the 
Moon Princess is born inside the heart of a bamboo stalk, so that her celestial robe of feathers 
was made out of a much more reflective material.  
 This recent construction and aggrandizement of Memory Dress’s legacy no doubt 
influenced the NHK to produce and broadcast her memorial service to 7.9 million homes across 
Japan. In the auditorium of the Tokyo Dome, four hundred monks and nuns clad all in white sat 
surrounding an empty coffin. On the edge of the coffin sat clouds of white oleanders bordering 
the original Futaba photo. Between official testimonies the monks and nun would recite the 
mantra from the Heart Sutra, a proclamation that she is "gone gone, gone beyond, gone 
altogether beyond, O what an awakening, all hail!” The governor of Fukushima Prefecture stared 
at the coffin as though addressing it and discussed a constituent’s deceased sister. A young child 
laid her valedictorian banner on the altar and told the camera that today was her graduation. A 
hibakusha representative pronounced the Memory Dress as an honorary Hiroshima Maiden, and 
wrapped the empty coffin with a kimono decorated with fish whose gold scales caught the sun. 
Masao Yoshizawa shook his shoulders out of grief as he pressed his forehead against the coffin. 
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An advisor for the Prime Minister declared this date, May 7th, as a holiday of national 
remembrance. Celebrity nun Jakucho Setouchi ended the service with the poem “The Road All 
Must Travel”: 
I had heard 
there is a path 
that all must follow 
but I didn’t think yesterday 
that I’d be going today….36 
 
V. Epilogue 
 A biopic entitled Woman of the Waves was greenlit in the fall of 2013, with The Sinking 
of Japan’s Shinji Higuchi attached to direct. The budget has been set to 3.3 billion yen (approx. 
$33 million), making this the second-highest production budget in Japanese history. After 
months of auditions, relative newcomer Miura Nanami has won the role of Memory Dress. In an 
interview with Kinema Jumpo, Miura has stated that she “cannot be happier, or more honored. I 
know I will make all of Japan relive that April of three years ago.”37 
 The final scene of the leaked screenplay is attached below. 
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EXT. BEACH - NOON 
 
M.D. sits on the sand, her dress all around her. Its size 
should fill the entire frame, and is splayed to look like a 
Nautilus shell, or a camera shutter. Her head is in her 
hands. 
 
Slowly we hear distant cheers and applause as a LARGE CROWD
 
starts to form on the street beside the shoreline.
 
 
SERIES OF SHOTS 
 
A) A young husband and wife racing each other down the
 
stairs of their apartment complex, trying to be the first in
 
line to see her
 
 
B) An elderly woman hobbles down the street until another 
man, clearly a stranger, supports her with his arm. 
 
C) A CHILD drags an unseen adult by the sleeve of their 
shirt. 
 
SHOT OF THE CROWD 
 
The crowd is now huge, clapping and waving at M.D. Through 
the general roar we can hear one common sentiment: an 
apology. 
 
THE CROWD 
(all at once) 
We’re sorry! I don’t know why I 
didn’t trust you! We love you! 
Please forgive us! 
 
In a wide shot the child runs through the crowd and down the 
beach toward M.D. He is laughing and urging his DAD, who we 
can now see is POLICE OFFICER MIYAMOTO, to hurry up. 
 
When she hears the child’s shouts M.D. raises her head up 
and, with a shock, recognizes Officer Miyamoto. 
There is a beat of awkward silence between them, and then: 
 
OFFICER MIYAMOTO 
Hello again, miss. I just...I was
 
just wondering if you’d like to
 
meet my son.
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M.D.
 
(after another beat of shock;
 
to the son)
 
And how old are you? 
 
   SON
 
(raises four fingers)
 
Um...this many.
 
 
M.D. laughs, until she notices that Miyamoto is holding back 
tears. 
 
OFFICER MIYAMOTO 
I...we...you cannot know how much 
you have helped us. I thought I 
would never find my kid again, and 
then you used that dress to find 
him. To find all of them. 
 
He reaches and puts his hand on her shoulder. 
 
MIYAMOTO
 
(with great solemnity)
 
We are never going to forget you.
 
You’ve carried all of us, you’ve
 
walked this far. Now you deserve
 
to rest.
 
 
He walks away with his son to join the crowd, still 
applauding. 
 
SHOT OF MEMORY DRESS 
 
She gazes at the sun, directly above her. A single tear 
flows from each eye. 
 
FADE TO WHITE 
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               SHELTER 
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I SQUAT NEXT TO A DOG squatting in the soil. The wolfish Akita-inu whose kanji name I 
cannot read stares at me with eyes that match its bluegrey fur in a way that says, I still have 
dignity, you know. I can’t do this with you looking. I swivel away, poke at one of the rotten 
fallen tomatoes with a gloved finger. Identical electric cars scuttle past us. An acrid stench of 
ammonia evokes subway stations, hospital floors. The distant cries of the other dogs in their pens 
and the burble of recent rainwater spilling through the gutters and the occasional vibrant jangle 
of another leash are softened by yesterday’s snow. It is dusk, winter in Niigata. I have now 
volunteered at the animal shelter for thirty-seven minutes. My ankles crack in the cold. 
As I wait for my dog to shit I consider christening her with an American name. Martha, 
maybe. Connie. She adjusts her position and tries again. 
Below the orchard the other volunteer Miyazaki-san ambles down the street, a bouquet of 
leashes in both hands, leading five dogs of various breeds that sniff intermittently at trees and 
signposts. She lurches with the halting skip-shuffle of someone who is being walked by her dogs 
and not vice-versa.  She cannot stop smiling, it seems. As soon as I return her ohayō wave her 
dogs—in seemingly choreographed unison—squat in a row beside the road. She gives an 
embarrassed shrug to me, turns and removes plastic bags that balloon in the cold wind.  
Connie and I stare at each other. I find myself envious of the other volunteer’s dogs and 
the efficient immediacy of their shitting. Notice the patches of torn-away fur on Connie’s coat 
and wonder if I should attempt to pet her. As soon as I remove my hand from my coat and uncurl 
my fist she bristles at me, wary of a newcomer’s open palm. Instead I rustle the plastic bags in 
my pocket, hoping to invoke some sort of Pavlovian response. 
The cold here is so much worse than in Tokyo. The cold is a swarm of flies or 
mosquitoes, any pest drawn to exposed flesh. Only one thing separates me and the indoors. 
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I shuffle over and begin to whisper to Connie in my amateur Japanese. I am her coach. 
This is together our burden. 
早くウンチして、カニーちゃん。ウンチしてもらって下さい。 
Hurry and shit, Connie. Please shit for me.  
 
It wasn’t always going to be animals. Back in October I began to research volunteer 
organizations that still remained two years after the disaster; most that focused on debris and the 
dead were either disbanded or unneeded. The focus now was on the living, on construction: a 
Facebook group entitled “Foreign Volunteers Japan” asked for assistance with summer and 
winter camps for Fukushima orphans, Habitat for Humanity, music festivals, Playgrounds for 
Hope. The Tsuna Café, which provides cooking classes and tea parties for refugees. The Kids 
Photo Journal Project, in which children are given cameras and told to photograph the wreckage 
of their former homes and schools as a form of art therapy.  
And then I found the shelters. Album after album of blurry close-ups of dogs and cats and 
the rare pig staring into the camera coupled with entreaties to adopt, to participate in and then 
buy the Pose for Paws calendar. My ribs ached, my stomach found refuge in my throat. I closed 
my laptop and took a bath. I thought of animals caught underneath collapsed buildings and 
sniffing through vacant streets, their empty leashes dragging limply behind them. I asked my 
mother to send me photos of my own dogs.  
I am unsure why I chose to work with animals. A surface reason is simple obsession: as a 
friend tells me, “You can’t just walk past a dog on the street without talking to it.” Talking to, 
not with. Which raises an issue with communication. I should say here that my Japanese 
speaking ability is akin to a kindergartener’s. Working with the Japanese required Japanese, or so 
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I thought. Outsiders could only help with those that did not have a language and therefore existed 
out of a nationality: debris, animals. Animals could not seemingly survive on their own because 
they could not speak. 
My post to the FVJ Facebook group stated an ability to do “anything and everything,” a 
desire to “be more than just a tourist and do something worthwhile while I’m there,” yet I knew 
already that I wanted to work with animals. The first responses asked for help with 5K relays in 
Minami-soma, documentary screenings at a local university. I said I’d consider it. The next 
morning I checked and saw a comment from an Amanda, asking for someone to help with over 
two hundred animals at NPO Animal Friends Niigata. Promised free accommodations for 
travelers. I messaged her in less than a minute and said I’d see her in a month. 
On the way to Niigata I sat with a bottle of milk tea on the second level of a Shinkansen, 
watching the periodic transition from city to country as the bullet train skid across Japan. On our 
way up north the snow crescendoed into a blizzard and then parabolically settled into a flurry as 
we drew closer to the coast. An advertisement asked us to graciously consider renting gear from 
Jr. SkiSki. As soon as we saw the ocean in the distance a baby grabbed at the arm of my jacket, 
jiggling on her mother’s knee.  
 It took less than five minutes after I left the technological safety of the Shinkansen for me 
to become lost. Farmers and their families milled about the metro, waiting for trains to take them 
to their New Year’s vacations. A vendor sold urchin and homemade beer. All of the signs had 
abandoned English. The kanji for each of the local stations was impenetrable; I mouthed out each 
of my attempted translations like a suffocating fish.  
 “Do you, a-ah….” I stuttered to a nearby station attendant. “Eigo o hanasemasu ka.” 
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His blank smile told me that he did not, in fact, speak English. A friend of mine from 
Keio University told me to expect this. “In Niigata, my hometown,” he told me between slurps of 
udon, “it’s not like Tokyo. No one will understand you.” 
He added, with a joking smirk: “You’re going to die out there.”  
 I jabbed at the map, desperate. Asked the station attendant: “Maki wa doko desu ka.” 
 All I could have done in response to the attendant’s cryptic keigo directions was asked 
What is your major?, or Was last weekend fun? He bowed, turned away. I turned, bowed my 
head. 
 Just then my toothless savior came shuffling over, back bent at such an angle that his 
necktie barely brushed his knees. An ojiisan with thick lenses and bad breath, he gave me 
directions and a train ticket. He was the kind of man who made you feel like family within 
minutes: everything I said or did, no matter how fractured or outright wrong my Japanese was, 
was met with several nods and a laugh. 
 “Go shusshin wa?” he asked, wheezing between steps. 
 “United States. Texas.” 
 “Texas!” pronouncing it in katakana: te-ki-sa-su! “HAMBURGER?” He then made a 
series of chopping motions, chanting the word “meat” endlessly. I could only nod, repeat the 
words “big” and “American” back to him.  
 Outside my train he bowed once more and recommended I try the hot springs, I think. I 
asked him where he was going to go. 
“There,” in English, and pointed to the opposite end of the station. 
I wish to this day that I had asked for his name, his address. I would have written him 
weekly. 
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The doors closed. I was suddenly warm again, amidst all this snow. The rickety local 
train lurched like a secondhand oxcart into Maki, Niigata. 
“Niigata,” Amanda told me as we drove towards the shelter, “old name is ‘Echigo.’ In the 
time when Kyoto was capital. Very, very long way away from Kyoto. Means ‘farthest place.’” 
Her bobbed hair bounced in unison to the K-Pop she blasted over her speakers. The back of her 
car was covered in blankets decorated with chibi characters from popular anime. Amanda and 
her adopted American name were a cosmopolitan anomaly amidst the flat fields and rural lull 
that is Maki-machi. 
Maki was the Japanese equivalent of a small town in Kentucky, one where the entire 
population lives and dies by its high school baseball, where the interstate gas station is filled 
with the Chicken Soup series on the shelves and flavored condom dispensers in the stalls, where 
outsiders are immediately identified because everyone knows everyone. At the Maki station a 
trio of middle school boys hovered around me as I waited for Amanda, one of whom mumbled 
“hello” behind my back while the other two laughed at him. Ramen shops and adult manga 
stores and the occasional fluorescent 7-11 interrupted the hunched apartment complexes with 
their dead neon lights until the thin streets fled the town and became the only barrier between 
vast echoes of crops. Maki means both “meadow” and “scroll” and indeed the meadows 
unfurled until either the ocean or the omnipresent fog swallowed them up. The water tower was 
adorned with an image of a rainbow and daffodils and a message telling us not to litter. 
Amanda’s cigarettes slid across the dashboard as we swerved towards the shelter. 
A thin British woman and an Akita met me on the driveway. Instinctively I wandered 
towards the Akita, the same breed as Hachikō; a dog whose statue stands outside of Shibuya 
Station, where he made his daily pilgrimage to wait for his dead masters’ return.  The Akita’s 
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heart-shaped face hid beneath a ragged wreath of fur. I extended my hand towards the dog as I 
took another step. 
The Akita lunged towards me. Before I could shrink back in alarm it sank its teeth into 
the leg of my jeans, twisting its head about like my pants were the neck of a chicken.  
 “Guess you got a little too close,” she said to me, after we wrenched the dog’s jaws from 
the denim. She introduced herself as Isabella, the one in charge. Amanda said something to her 
in Japanese; I only understood my name. 
 “Sorry, sorry,” Isabella told me, noticing my confusion. “She said you’re one of us, now. 
See, we’ve all been bitten here. Some of us more than once.” 
 Brushing the holes in my jeans left by the Akita’s teeth, the first step in my initiation, I 
had to wonder if my taunting friend from Keio, with his proclamations of death, was at least 
somewhat of a prophet. 
 
 Isabella Gallon-Aoki wears her silver hair cropped, curt. Always pacing, arms crossed, 
she lets out an immediate burst of laughter whenever a dog jumps on her or when her employees 
wander into her office with cats perched on their shoulders. She zooms around Niigata in a 
station wagon filled with cages and donated blankets; she ends every day by making a fire for the 
dozen or so animals occupying her office.  
 “I moved to Japan, what was it, twenty...twenty-six years ago,” she tells me, on the first 
of our nightly commutes from the shelter. “And then Niigata twenty-two years ago. I thought 
about leaving once or twice to be honest, but ended up marrying a Japanese man. And then had 
my daughters, you know, of course. And I just love it here.”  
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 Fluent in Japanese, English, and Italian, Isabella works outside of the animal shelter as an 
English teacher at the local university and as a private Italian instructor for the older citizens of 
Maki. Her Japanese is monotonous and unstressed, avoiding all of the scattered emotional 
inflections that signify an amateur. She sits in cafés and classrooms with elderly men and women 
who dream of Europe, code-switching between languages without effort. I spend our first hours 
asking her about teaching, but she always turns the conversation towards her passion: the 
abandoned animals of Fukushima. 
 Six years ago Isabella separated from an animal activist group, disillusioned with its 
policies regarding population control. “To be honest you’d be surprised how quickly these 
shelters will resort to euthanasia. Or if they know they’re above capacity, they’ll see strays on the 
street and just simply pass them by.” She adds that even the concept of animal shelters is new in 
Japan: the night before I left for Niigata, I shouted over the multilingual din of a Tokyo pub to 
my Japanese friends exactly where I was going to volunteer. After a few blinks and seconds of 
discussion, both agreed that the phrase “animal shelter” does not exist in Japanese.  
 Her shelter swelled in the days after 3/11. “My youngest daughter was waiting to hear if 
she’d graduated,” Isabella recalls. “We were outside the car, and even then we didn’t feel much 
of the quake. Nothing more than normal, to be honest.” Although Niigata prefecture is in the 
Tohoku region, the area which suffered the most seismic activity from the quake, its position on 
the western coast separated it from the locus of an earthquake that reduced the entirety of East 
Japan to 25 million tons of debris. Maki escaped the ensuing tsunami, with waves that traveled 
more than six miles inland. “So here we are, waiting for a ring from the school, and when we get 
the call it’s my husband. And he tells me that something’s happened.” 
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 Isabella and her daughter had to walk to a nearby thrift store before they discovered the 
tsunami. A display window advertised secondhand LCD TVs, each tuned to the news. “Already, 
you know, I thought of the animals there. The ones left behind.”  
Horror stories began to leak out of the zone. Isabella tells me of an elderly Japanese man 
caught in the waves, forced to decide between saving his wife and saving the family dog. He 
chooses the wife; the dog is swept out into the ocean. Days later the family finds a photo posted 
to a refugee shelter of a dog that is identical to theirs. But of course it isn’t theirs. 
“The father just wept,” Isabella concludes. That night I boil tea in my bare apartment and 
ask myself which one I would choose. I feel guilty either way.  
 Isabella and her fellow animal activists intended to travel to Fukushima and the 
neighboring towns in order to gather these orphans of 3/11, yet fear of irradiation and 
governmental panic constructed a thick barrier of security checks and Geiger measurements 
twenty or so kilometers outside of the nuclear plant, Fukushima Daiichi. The animals inside were 
trapped, left to malnutrition and cesium-137. Isabella told CNN: "I understand the nuclear danger 
and everything, but they're just being left to starve to death, basically.” Even livestock could not 
escape. “Because you’ve got these cows and horses and all them insured by the farmers, the 
government wouldn’t even shoot the injured ones. They didn’t want to take the time to calculate 
insurance costs, to be honest.” 
 Other towns in Fukushima abandoned indecision and chose to slaughter the homeless 
cows and horses, gripped by the looming paranoia of radiation. According to the New York 
Times, local governments in areas like Namie proclaimed starving wandering cows to be 
“walking accident debris” and ordered for their corpses to be buried or burned to prevent 
contamination. One of Isabella’s fellow activists, Masami Yoshizawa, built a “Ranch of Hope” 
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to house most of the strays: “of the approximately 360 cows at his 80-acre spread,” the article 
claims, “more than half are ones that others left behind.” 
It was because of Isabella’s outsider appearance that she and some of the other activists 
were able to infiltrate the quarantined zone; the officials surrounding the border assumed they 
were members of the international press. She stuffed as many animals as she could into as many 
cars, even finding a tortoise hobbling beside an abandoned truck. She now has over two hundred 
or so animals in a shelter equipped to sustain half as many. “People just don’t care anymore,” she 
tells me, walking around an office overrun with arthritic dogs and cats with amputated tails and 
an incontinent beagle shivering inside a cardboard box. “The disaster isn’t popular anymore, to 
be honest. There’s no more money coming in. I haven’t paid my employees in over a 
month.”  Later that night we drive past a series of blinders built alongside the highway, intended 
to block sand carried by the coastal breeze. Yet the car still dodges piles of sand that has seeped 
through the cracks. 
Other outsiders fled Japan in the weeks following Fukushima, intimidated by the foreign 
press’ hyperbolic coverage of the irradiation and overall death toll. Foreigners who spent months 
and years in areas as far away as Tokyo returned to their homes and families abroad to escape the 
aftermath, convinced by reports from CNN and other outlets that claimed that the radiation levels 
in Fukushima were “ten million times” over safe levels. “To be honest I think of them as little 
more than traitors. It’s just disgusting, you know,” Isabella says. I ask her if she knows of the 
3/11 neologism flyjin, a pun on the word gaijin (“foreigner”) with the English to fly. She laughs, 
says she hasn’t heard that before. 
“We’re thinking now of changing Animal Friends Niigata. Still AFN, but Animal Friends 
Nippon. Because this is something that affects all of our country. I’m going to Singapore next 
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week, there’s an international animal activist conference there, and I’m telling them, I’m saying 
that Japan needs you. That we’re still here.” 
I ask her if, after all these years, she still considers herself a foreigner. As I ask her this I 
remember the middle school boys, their immediate greeting in English. How I almost abandoned 
Maki until a stranger led me to my train.  
Isabella glides past the fog-drenched headlights of oncoming traffic and through streets 
bordering the edges of cliffs. She answers without a beat.  
“Oh I’m Japanese, through and through.” 
 
 The first day I began to walk the dogs. Twenty or so knee-high strays, twenty or so half-
mile laps outside the shelter, twenty or so plastic bags like awful offerings piled inside a blue 
bucket. The remnants of forgotten shit strewn across the path produced a tangible stink: after 
every dozen dogs I had to buy a coffee from the vending machine out front, stuck in the mud like 
a rotten tooth, and wander out to breathe in an undiscovered patch of orchard. My thighs and 
wrists ached. My throat burned in the mountain air. At the end of the afternoon it took all my 
energy to discourage an eager husky from pissing onto a family grave along the road.  
 My initial contact with the other employees was a series of exchanged nods as we walk 
our respective pets, some muttered greetings or commentary on each other’s’ dogs: “kawaii,” 
“chotto tsuyoi.” Otherwise Isabella told me very few of the workers speak English. I did not ask 
their names so I knew them only as: Affable Owl (thick glasses, thick laugh); Polite Ponytail 
(thin male, deep bows); Surgical Mask (surgical mask). And the other volunteer: Miyazaki-san.  
 Miyazaki-san was young, from Tokyo, hid her highlighted hair under a neon beanie. She 
is someone for whom altruism seems an instinct. When we first met she handed me a leash and 
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taught me how to restrain without choking the dog; on her last day she gave me a pair of gloves, 
asking me twice if she bought the right size. Every day she worked from nine to nine, stopping 
only for lunch. An animal shelter veteran, she taught me without words which breeds needed to 
be walked first, which dogs were prone to bite. How to treat the sickly cats locked in their cages 
in the kitchen. Ways to distract a kitten while cleaning its litter box.  
 All I could ask her in my stilted Japanese is if she was a college student, which she 
dismissed with a flattered laugh. Otherwise I worked in silence and received silence in return. 
After and between the morning and afternoon dog walks I hovered unsure around the crowded 
office, waiting for my next assignment. Each time I walked into the office I was met with a 
medley of rabid barks, miniature dogs that backed away onto stained newspaper.  
Only one dog greeted me, wagging. A small mutt with fur the color of sand, she shuffled 
through the scrum of yapping dogs and began to gently paw away at my leg. After I pet her for a 
minute she would walk in a satisfied lap around the office until she noticed me yet again. We 
repeated this cycle four or five times until I asked Isabella her name. 
“Hana,” she said. Smiling. I looked down into Hana’s clouded eye, unsure if it was a 
cataract. 
“And what happened to her?” 
Without looking up from her paperwork: “Owner died in Fukushima. Along with three of 
his other dogs.” 
This was the rare conversation Isabella and I held during the workday; after the second 
day her English classes began again, and so I was left every morning with an itinerary only the 
employees and Miyazaki-san knew. For the three days following I would ask Affable Owl if I 
could do something, anything, and with her bright grin she would only say to me  “no no, thank 
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you, thank you. Please sit.” The others would only ask if I could clean the cat habitats, which 
after chipping away the dried litter and brushing the sand and refilling water took no more than 
two hours. I soon constructed a makeshift schedule, an attempt to puncture the tedium of the 
week.  
On Tuesday I refilled the forty or so feeders in the aviary, ignoring the claws of clipped 
birds piercing my shoulders.  
On Wednesday I fed lukewarm milk to a sick dog quarantined inside the kitchen.  
On Thursday I tossed sheaths of wilted lettuce to the tortoise, its labored lumber a 
reminder of my own fatigue.  
Each day I would work until my brain began to curdle into an allergic migraine. 
Otherwise I would sit, watch Amanda and the other employees smoking outside the window by 
the makeshift benches, laughing in a language I now knew I barely understood. 
I should clarify: I bore no ill will towards the employees. I was frustrated, and my 
frustration rendered me inept. I imagined this piece would end in the adoption of Hana, she and I 
dozing as we flew across the Pacific. The night before I left Niigata, while the midnight trains 
spilled light and sound through the apartment windows that shivered as they passed, I thought of 
leaving a donation on the kitchen counter. I left the way I came: without fanfare, only telling 
Isabella that it was my last day. Why did I never learn the names of the employees? Each day 
Miyazaki-san asked if I would like to join them, if I needed any boiled water for my instant 
noodles. Isabella told me that the employees began to worry over me, that I “never seemed to eat.” 
Instead I spent most of the first few days at the shelter along the periphery, eating my conbini 
udon alone on the park bench, a self-imposed outsider. Frustration grew to anger: I wanted to do 
something, anything. The Foreign Volunteers Japan Facebook group requested that those who 
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volunteered did so with a pure intent; no “disaster tourists” needed. Was that what I was, or was 
my silence instead merely an acknowledgement that Miyazaki-san and the employees were 
capable on their own? If so, what was my role here? 
On an evening drive after work I asked Isabella what I could do, any outside work that 
none of the employees could get to in the day-to-day. She told me of the menagerie of filthy and 
broken portable kennels stacked alongside the alley behind the shelter. “It’s an eyesore to be 
honest. Makes me want to avoid bringing visitors over there. If you could clean and clear some 
space up it’d be a true benefit.” 
The next morning I wandered into the parallel rows of torn plastic and clumps of dead 
leaves stacked six feet high, filth like thick phlegm coating the alley’s throat. The sight alone left 
me tired. Flecks of snow disintegrated in my bucket’s warm water as I tied my apron and told 
myself to work.  
I began to wash. I cleaned each kennel until the bleach bled through my latex gloves and 
left my skin raw, until the spilled water soaked through my sneakers and made me submerge my 
bare toes in steaming water just to regain feeling. I washed away moss and rust and cicada shells 
and the corpse of a gecko. I poked my pinkie between the cage’s lattices to rub away every 
centimeter of grime. After each kennel was clean I removed the whole parts from the broken and 
placed them in their separate piles in the garage. I only paused for lunch and to walk the dogs. 
Each subsequent night I slept without dreaming and I was sore but it was the kind that told me I 
was growing. There was space now.  
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After we leave the animals on my last night I ask Isabella what has happened to the 
refugees who left Niigata weeks and months after the disaster. 
“Some are still homeless to be honest. I know that after 3/11 there were people who just 
killed themselves rather than stay in all of that, you know, temporary housing. Which was 
usually just a gym or a basement somewhere. There was actually this story I heard of a woman, 
ninety years old, who had to move to a shelter because of the radiation. These are families who 
have lived there for generations, and now, you know, she’s at a shelter, and she says ‘This is 
going to be my grave.’ 
“And you know of course here no one goes to therapy, because no one wants to talk 
about their problems. Emotion is fairly taboo, to be honest, so no one can sort themselves out.” 
As I leave Niigata and then Tokyo and then Japan I remember the constant volume of the 
dogs, their barking and clawing and paws and tails knocking against their cages. Hana and her 
endless orbit around the office, waiting for anyone to touch her. How animals will vocalize 
things that humans will rarely speak of.  
Two weeks after my return from Japan I am scrubbing medicinal stains out of a carpet in 
my friend’s apartment. She had called me twice before I checked my phone. 
“Are you busy?” 
I say no. She tells me her roommate has tried to kill herself again. 
Laundry and alcohol are strewn and spilled across the apartment when we enter. Later my 
friend finds the knives and other silverware in a pile at the top of the pantry. A constellation of 
amoebic blue stains are scattered across the roommate’s bedroom floor. The Tylenol bottle is 
already in the trash. 
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“She’s at the hospital, she’s fine,” is all my friend tells me. “I just...she hasn’t responded 
to any of the texts. All I want is for her to talk to me. Tell me what actually happened here.” 
We begin to clean. Stack the mattress and the blankets in the corner. Struggle with our 
gloves. Cover the stains in chemicals. Allow them to soak. Begin to brush with increasing 
violence. I feel the familiar ache in my arms, flares of pain in my lower back. I allow my 
frustration to express itself, my inadequacy. Know I am only fighting the symptoms and try 
anyway, try again and again and again and again and again.  
Writing is like this, like the cleaning of filth and everything unwanted and the rearranging 
of the furniture of memory in order to provide something orderly, a narrative that allows space to 
breathe. Somewhere safe and structured. This is my attempt to say that with writing I can try to 
make a story out of all of this trauma, something tangible and constrained. Out of all of this 
trauma you can have a home to return to.  
But in the end it is your home, not mine. I know I am only a brief visitor. 
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